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Rational choice of partner actors in an interest sphere: cost-benefit analysis of the 
European Union enlargement policy vis-à-vis other external actors’ foreign policies in the 
Western Balkans 
Despite having a turbulent history as an interest sphere of external Great powers, the Western 
Balkans (WB) has been during the last twenty years most consistently and intensively influenced 
by the European Union (EU) – a sui generis foreign policy actor. EU‘s enlargement policy 
enabled EU-WB states partnership. However, the technocratic EU accession process has 
diminished the effect of EU membership as a golden carrot. Additionally, high unemployment 
rates, general distrust in governance and the rule of law and unresolved inter-state disputes in the 
WB have created an open ―playground‖ for other external actors (particularly non-Western) to 
offer a beneficial alternative to the WB states while at the same time trying to achieve their own 
foreign policy goals. Therefore, the goal of this master‘s thesis is to verify the application of 
rational choice to foreign policy action among partner actors in an interest sphere when 
competition among external actors arises. The empirical focus is on the analysis of changes in 
costs and benefits of the EU accession process for the WB countries and for the EU in terms of 
economic, security, identity interest and domestic effects. The thesis demonstrates that internal 
and external crises that had struck the EU led to the fall of benefits of EU-WB partnership, not 
only for WB states but also for the EU itself. This situation has turned Russian, Chinese and 
Turkish benefits offered to WB states, especially economic ones, into an equally beneficial 
alternative to EU‘s partnership, at least in the short-term.   
Key words: interest sphere, Western Balkans, European Union, external actors, foreign policy  
Racionalna izbira partnerskih akterjev v interesni sferi: analiza stroškov in koristi 
širitvene politike Evropske unije vis-à-vis zunanjih politik drugih zunanjih akterjev na 
Zahodnem Balkanu 
Na Zahodni Balkan (ZB) je navkljub njegovi turbulentni zgodovini interesne sfere, na katero 
vplivajo zunanje velike sile, v zadnjih 20 letih najbolj dosledno in intenzivno vplivala Evropska 
unija (EU) – zunanjepolitični akter sui generis. S širitveno politiko je EU sebi in drţavam ZB 
omogočila partnerstvo. Vendar je tehnokratski pristopni proces k EU zmanjšal učinek članstva v 
EU kot zlatega korenčka. Poleg tega so visoka stopnja brezposelnosti, splošno nezaupanje v 
upravljanje in v pravno drţavo ter nerešeni meddrţavni spori na ZB ustvarili odprto »igrišče« za 
druge zunanje akterje (zlasti neZahodne), da ponudijo koristno alternativo drţavam ZB, hkrati pa 
poskušajo doseči lastne zunanjepolitične cilje. Cilj te magistrske naloge je torej preveriti uporabo 
racionalne izbire pri zunanjepolitičnih akcijah partnerskih akterjev v interesnem področju, ko se 
pojavi pri zunanjimi akterji tekmovanje. V tem konkretnem primeru se osredotočam na analizo 
sprememb stroškov in koristi pristopnega proces k EU za drţave ZB in za EU v smislu 
ekonomskih, varnostnih, identitetnih interesov in domačih učinkov. Naloga dokazuje, da so 
notranje in zunanje krize, ki so prizadele EU, privedle do padca koristi partnerstva med EU in 
ZB ne samo za drţave ZB, ampak tudi za samo EU. Te razmere so omogočile, da so ruske, 
kitajske in turške ugodnosti (zlasti ekonomske), ki jih ti zunanji akterji ponujajo drţavam ZB, 
vsaj kratkoročno postale enakovredne alternative partnerstvu z EU. 
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The Western Balkans (WB)
1
 has since its inception by the European Union (EU) in December 
1998 (Bojinović, 2004, p. 25), lost its traditional perception of being an interest sphere where 
external actors – mainly Great powers – battle for their foreign policy interests or simply balance 
their power. This has been the Balkans history until the end of the Second World War (Carlton, 
1983, p. 52). Ever since, the influence of many external actors narrowed down to one, i.e. the 
EU, who has included its area into its enlargement policy as transitional and post-conflict region. 
This foreign policy approach of the EU was met by high approval of the WB states, thus making 
EU-WB relation a mutually desired and beneficial partnership (Noutcheva, 2012, p. 19). This 
partnership has been implemented via one of the EU‘s most traditional foreign policy areas, 
namely the enlargement policy (ibid.).  
Since the EU‘s creation, European integration via enlargement has risen the number of member 
states to 28 – in fact 27 after Brexit – proving that such a supranational organization has 
maintained its popularity (Taydas & Kentmen-Cin, 2017, p. 604). Enlargement is viewed as an 
important phenomenon in the field of European integration, while also differentiating the EU 
from other IOs whose membership is more or less stable (Šelo Šabić, 2019, p. 171).
2
 In addition, 
the rationalist approach considers the EU membership (or the aspiration of it) as a simple, 
rational belief
3
 of the EU member states (MSs) or (potential) candidate countries (Ješe Perković, 
                                                          
1
 The Balkans has since the 19
th
 century been used as a geographical term, whereas its political narrative was 
explained by (Evans & Newnham, 1998, p. 45) by using the term ―Balkanization‖ as intentional fragmentation of 
the region. The WB is a geopolitical term that has been used since the Zagreb Summit of 2000 (Beširević, 2013, p. 
16). The WB, embodied in the Stabilisation and Association Agreements (SAA), is a subregion of Southeastern 
Europe. As such, it consists of successor states of the former Yugoslavia along with Albania, but without Slovenia 
(Dţankić, Keil & Kmezić, 2018, p. 2). The Republic of Croatia (also Croatia) is the only state in the subgroup to 
have successfully become a member of the EU. Despite this, its relevance for the region is the reason for selecting it 
as one of three cases in this thesis. 
2
 The EU‘s power, whether only civilian or also normative has been criticised on the basis of the concept of 
―actorness‖ which Sjostedt (1977, p. 16) describes as the ability of one actor to actively and deliberately function in 
relations with other actors in an international arena. In contrast, Bretherton and Vogler (2006, p. 17) analyse 
actorness through intertwined concepts of opportunity, capability and presence, which shape the EU‘s (in)action. In 
the newest EU agenda 2019–2024, the European Council (2019, p. 6) has stated again that the organisation will 
support the European perspective for European states that are able and willing to join. 
3
 Such rational behaviour can be explained by the Rational Actor Model, described by Neack (2008, p. 33) as 
behaviour of a regime or leadership that is based on choosing among available alternatives in order to promote and 




2018, p. 35). According to the constructivist approach (based on the rational belief), it is in the 
interest of individual countries to become members, whilst the reasons for this interest are a) 
economic, b) political and 3) security-related (ibid.). Rationality is therefore embedded in logical 
thinking, whereas what lies behind it is imagining alternative scenarios as a form of mental 
constructs (Moses & Knutsen, 2007, p. 268). Moreover, it is rational for the EU to pursue further 
enlargement if the benefits of enlargement exceed its costs, as was the case for the enlargement 
to the East and the Balkans (Noutcheva, 2016, p. 691).  
Even though the EU‘s offer of full membership has been identical for all Balkan countries, the 
EU‘s incentive for those countries was split into two separate groups shortly after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall (Noutcheva, 2012, p. 19).
4
 Becoming the driving force behind major political 
changes and transformation of the WB also means the acceptance of enlargement (Bechev, 2011, 
p. 155).
5
 Values and interests for both sides are therefore the two primary drivers leading the 
process of enlargement (Šelo Šabić, 2019, p. 172). Thus, the EU enlargement (or rather the 
promise of membership) can be seen as an important foreign policy tool of the EU. This is 
because compliance with the EU‘s values, interests and principles while trying to meet the 
Copenhagen criteria
6
 (European Commission, 2016) also means stability in its own backyard 
(Stahl, 2013, p. 449).  
However, as the region turned out to be its Achilles‘ heel since the early 1990s, interest in an 
alternative to the EU for the region, whether or not it exists in reality, has been on the rise 
(Noutcheva, 2016, p. 1). Presence of non-Western external actors
7
 in the region has been 
increasing, by which the region is becoming an arena of big power competition (Bieber, 2019, p. 
9). In such turn of events, the interest in having a particular sphere of influence in the WB has 
been on the rise by both traditional and non-traditional external actors (Rrustemi, De Wijk, 
Perovska & Palushi, 2018, p. 12). Therefore, the WB has become a sphere of interest for 
Western (the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO), the United States of America (USA) 
                                                          
4
 The WB and the Eastern Balkans (comprising of Romania and Bulgaria), the latter offered agreements with Baltic 
and Central European countries (Noutcheva, 2016, p. 19).  
5
 Enlargement is therefore seen by Bechev (2011, p. 155) as the most effective foreign policy tool of the EU. 
6
 The Copenhagen criteria were defined by the European Council in 1993 in Copenhagen. Countries wishing to join 
the EU need to have 1) stable institutions guaranteeing democracy, rule of law, respect for minorities and human 
rights, 2) a functioning market economy and 3) the ability to take on and effectively implement the political, 
economic and monetary obligations of membership (European Council, 1993).  
7




the EU MSs) and other external actors (Russia, China, Turkey, the Gulf States) mostly in 
economic and geopolitical terms (Rrustemi et al., 2018, p. 151). Moreover, the WB states (as 
small states) have been using such increased involvement of other external actors to strengthen 
their bargaining positions towards the EU (Bieber, 2015, p. 6). Rational cost-benefit approach in 
choosing partner actors enables political actors to ―sit on two chairs‖, thus further weakening the 
EU‘s normative power (Noutcheva, 2016, p. 1).  
On the other hand, problems in the region remain (e.g. Kosovo-Serbia, BiH government 
functioning), thereby spurring the crisis of democratic values in the region (Bieber, 2019, p. 9). 
In addition, the EU‘s disengagement has left a power vacuum that other external actors have 
been trying to exploit (Doehler, 2019, p. 4). For example, BiH‘s ignorance of the EU‘s 
environmental standards when agreeing a deal with China in 2017 on building a coal-powered 
unit at a plant in Tuzla and the lack of transparency of the process have raised many questions 
among the EU officials (Doehler, 2019, p. 11). Such disrespect of the SAA‘s provisions that all 
WB countries had signed is not appreciated by the EU (Juničić & Michalopoulos, 2019).  
Therefore, it can be said that other external actors and their increasing investments in the region 
also have negative effects on some of the countries‘ prospects of EU membership. While Russia 
and Turkey share traditional cultural and political ties with the region (in Serbia and BiH, 
respectively), China‘s rising influence is not based on the ethno-national narrative and this 
―neutral‖ element could possibly be beneficial for this global power (Doehler, 2019, p. 4). China 
is a relative newcomer to the WB, but it has been pursuing its economic interests extremely 
rapidly through its Belt and Road Initiative (BRI)
8
 (National Committee on American Foreign 
Policy, 2018, p. 16).  
The WB states tend to be moving in various directions which is a result of different reactions to 
both internal pressures and external incentives that are nowadays not only offered by the EU and 
the USA but also other non-Western actors (Subotić, 2013, p. 113). Such external actors have 
also been contributing to the destabilisation of the region thus undermining the EU and its 
                                                          
8
 China‘s BRI is a major component of China‘s foreign policy through which the country is trying to create a ―new 
silk road‖ by investing billions of dollars in order to connect China with the rest of the world (Doehler, 2019, p. 5). 
Investing into infrastructure to boost economic growth and trade will, according to the foreign policy plan of China, 
also create new markets for Chinese goods and technology while also developing economies of less developed 




attraction to the WB states (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 18). Therefore, the changing costs and 
benefits of EU membership for the WB states have not only been affected by the EU‘s 
(in)actions, but also by other non-Western actors whose incentives have proven attractive to the 
states in the region (ibid.). 
The concept of ―sphere of influence‖ in international relations is still mostly regarded merely as 
a foreign policy tool (Hast, 2014, p. 214). Its narrative is usually negative and abused by political 
actors to spur divisions between actors (Ferguson & Hast, 2018, p. 285). Lack of a critical 
approach towards this concept is still evident by both Western and non-Western scholars, 
contributing to a narrative of a sphere of influence being a dark master plan (ibid.). Thus, rational 
choice of partner actors in an interest sphere has yet to be closely studied in the context of a 
multidimensional sphere of influence in which small states have their own decisions to make 
(ibid.). 
The question that stems from the presented literature review is: To what extent is it possible to 
explain choice of partner actors in an interest sphere by rational cost-benefit analysis? The goal 
of this master‘s thesis is to analyse the choice of partner actors in an interest sphere by using the 
cost-benefit analysis in foreign policy of Great powers, IOs and small states. The specific case in 
point is the change of costs and benefits of the EU accession process for the WB countries in 
light of other external actor‘s activities in the region.  
The thesis will proceed from the assumption that the EU‘s enlargement policy towards the WB 
has been changing based on the rational cost-benefit approach to policy effects for the EU and 
vice versa; the WB states‘ engagement in the EU accession process has been changing based on 
rational cost-benefit approach to their EU membership prospects. Therefore, the lesser interest of 
WB states to become EU members can be caused by either lower benefits or higher costs of the 
accession process, both actual and perceived.  
On this conceptual ground, this thesis seeks to verify two hypotheses. 
H1: The EU membership prospects of WB states have been weakened by the rising costs and the 




H2: The rising costs and the diminishing benefits of the EU‘s enlargement policy for the EU and 
the WB states have turned other external actors‘ co-operation for WB states into an equally 
beneficial alternative to EU membership. 
Research is mostly done by using the method of content analysis and interpretation of secondary 
sources such as relevant journal articles, scientific papers and (edited) books.
9
 The nature of the 
problematique demands also a similar analysis of primary sources in order to measure the effects 
of the EU and other external actors‘ foreign policies on the WB states. These documents are: 
BiH‘s foreign policy strategy (2003 and 2018), Serbia‘s foreign policy strategy (2018), Croatia‘s 
foreign policy strategy (2020), Russia‘s foreign policy doctrine (2016), Turkey‘s foreign policy 
strategy (2019), Zagreb Summit declaration by the European Council (2000), Thessaloniki 
Summit declaration by the European Council (2003), European Commission‘s Opinion 
Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the European Council: 
Opinion on BiH (2019) and the General Assembly - Request for an advisory opinion of the ICTY 
on whether the unilateral declaration of independence of Kosovo is in accordance with 
international law (2010). The analysis of USA‘s foreign policy and Chinese foreign strategy was 
conducted by using secondary sources.  
The most relevant concepts are depicted by a descriptive method of conceptual analysis, whereas 
a historical analysis is used to describe how the influence of the most relevant external actors in 
the Balkans has progressed throughout the years. This will be done by analysing their foreign 
policies and secondary sources. The timeframe applied is from 2000 to 2019: in 2000, 
membership perspective was gained by the WB states at Zagreb summit; at the end of 2019, the 
anticipated start of accession negotiations was declined for North Macedonia and Albania and a 
reform of EU accession process was called upon.
10
  
In addition to introduction and conclusion, this thesis is composed of four chapters. The goal of 
the second chapter is to set the conceptual framework of crucial concepts in this master‘s thesis: 
foreign policy, external actors and an interest sphere. This is needed in order to set the theoretical 
                                                          
9
 This thesis research is based on the epistemological doubts explained by (Moses & Knutsen, 2007, p. 149) that not 
all social world‘s patterns are natural and independent of our observations.  
10
 In March 2020 the EU had decided to open accession negotiations with both North Macedonia and Albania, whilst 




background for historical contextualisation that follows. In the first out of three sub-chapters I 
define foreign policy, external actors and small states in an interest sphere. In the second sub-
chapter, I focus on enlargement policy and the conditionality approach as a concrete foreign 
policy tool of the EU. Rational choice in foreign policy-making is explained in the last sub-
chapter whilst also using the cost-benefit analysis.  
In the third chapter the goal is to historically contextualise the WB as an interest sphere for not 
only the EU as a partner actor but also other external actors. This is needed in order to present 
the historical roles of external actors in the WB and how the sphere of interest of the WB as a 
region has changed, causing the shift away from the EU membership prospect. In the first sub-
chapter, a historic account of the WB as an interest sphere is described in detail. In the second 
one, my focus shifts to the EU and the WB as partners in the EU accession process and how their 
relations have changed throughout the years. Foreign policies of WB countries as small states are 
explained in the last sub-chapter.  
The focus in the fourth chapter then turns to other external actors‘ foreign policy actions in the 
region. The goal of this chapter is firstly to historically contextualise the other external actors‘ 
relations to the WB and secondly to analyse the former‘s relations with the EU. This is needed in 
order to understand the context of other external actors as potential alternatives to the EU for the 
WB states. Moreover, additional sub-chapters present the non-Western (China, Russia, Turkey) 
actors‘ relations with the EU which is necessary in order to enable an insight into their stance on 
EU enlargement and the EU in general. The last sub-chapter focuses on the Visegrad Four‘s 
relations to the WB region, which although not comparable with other external actors as Great or 
Secondary powers, offer an insight into how the sub-group inside the EU deals with the WB. The 
rising presence of the Gulf States in the region is also evaluated in this chapter.  
Case study research in this master‘s thesis is performed on countries, objects in EU enlargement 
policy that currently have a different status in the accession process: Croatia is a member state, 
Serbia is a candidate
11
 and BiH is a potential candidate
12
. On the one hand, these three countries 
                                                          
11
 Serbia was given a member candidate status in 2012 by the European Commission (Stekić & Akçay, 2017, p. 72).  
12
 BiH applied for EU membership on 15 February 2016, acquiring a status of applicant state and thus potential 
candidate for EU membership (European Commission, 2019a, p. 16). The EU still has not decided on the application 
as the Council of the EU has not yet taken the European Commission‘s opinion (Avis), presented on 29 May 2019, 




have similar backgrounds; they all started from the same point of departing Yugoslavia and have 
become potential candidate countries at the same time (Jović, 2018a, p. 9), identifying the EU 
accession as their number one foreign policy priority (Keil & Stahl, 2014, p. 7). Croatia‘s full 
accession in 2013 can be seen as a culmination of the long reconstruction process that started 
with the violent break-up of Yugoslavia. Due to the enlargement fatigue and some EU MSs 
expectation for reforms of the accession process, Orešković (2014) noted that Croatia might be 
the last country to have joined under the traditional conditionality principles. This was confirmed 
in early February 2020 when the European Commission put forward a proposal for a redefined 
EU enlargement methodology with the aim to achieving ―a more credible, dynamic, predictable 
and political EU accession process‖ (European Commission, 2020, p. 1).
13
 
The fifth chapter therefore focuses on analysing relations between the three selected WB 
countries (BiH, Serbia and Croatia) and all abovementioned actors. The goal is to establish the 
effects (rising costs or lower benefits) of the EU and the effects of other external actors on the 
membership prospects of WB states (presumably more benefits – becoming equal to the EU‘s). 
Each of the three sub-chapters offers an analysis of the selected state‘s relations with the EU and 
then with the other external actors.  
  
                                                          
13
 European Commission. 2020. Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the 
European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions: Enhancing the accession process - A 




2 CONCEPTUALIZATION OF FOREIGN POLICY, EXTERNAL ACTORS 
AND AN INTEREST SPHERE 
 
The goal of the second chapter is to set the conceptual framework of crucial concepts in this 
master‘s thesis: foreign policy, external actors and an interest sphere. This is needed in order to 
set the theoretical background for historical contextualisation that follows. 
 
2.1 External actors and small states in an interest sphere 
Theorising the concept of sphere of influence has gone under the radar in International Relations, 
but is often used by foreign policy researchers, who rarely question the meaning of the concept 
(Hast, 2014, p. 14).
14
 Its denotation is often associated with concepts of international order and 
justice (Hast, 2014, p. 1), but in this thesis it will mostly be described as an object of foreign 
policy goals. There have been attempts by some scholars (Trenin, 2009) to distinguish the 
concept of the sphere of influence with the concept of sphere of interest. Sphere of interest is 
described by Trenin (2009, p. 13) as specific and identifiable concept that is smaller in 
geographic terms, whilst mostly related to economic, politico-military and cultural areas. 
However, the lack of in-depth theoretical analysis leaves the two terms almost identical in 
practice, whereas the sphere of influence is often used as a term in International Relations, while 
one country‘s interest is used in foreign policy analysis on its own (Hast, 2014, p. 18). 
Concerns about spheres of influence have again emerged in the 21
st
 century among the Western 
nations and Western-dominated organizations such as the EU (Ferguson & Hast, 2018, p. 280). 
This was mostly due to Russia‘s foreign policy in Georgia and more recently Ukraine, which 
were also strongly criticised by the USA‘s former President Barack Obama, who said that the 
days of spheres of influence and bigger nations bullying smaller nations were over (Ferguson & 
                                                          
14
 The lack of the critical approach to the concept is particularly evident by European and American scholars in 
regard to describing Russia‘s foreign policy, whilst implying its imperialistic nature (Hast, 2014, p. 14). On the other 
hand, sphere of influence for Russian analysts is often connected with USA‘s interventionism and export of 




Hast, 2018, p. 279).
15
 The concept of ―dark tactics‖ that Obama used to define Russia‘s actions 
proves the Western narrative of Russia as the main villain which uses ―dark power‖
16
 in its 
foreign policy (Ferguson & Hast, 2018, p. 281).  
The negative narrative of the concept and its (ab)usage among the political actors contributes to 
heightening of tensions between the West and Russia, whilst small states today more than ever 
have their own choice to make, as opposed to only being pawns in the Great power‘s games 
(Ferguson & Hast, 2018, p. 285). Thus, rather than actual return of sphere of influence as some 
master plan to gain territory by one major power, a more complex, authority-overlapping 
geopolitics has emerged (Ferguson & Hast, 2018, p. 283). It is therefore impossible to explain 
specific interests of countries and their sphere of interest without using the concept of foreign 
policy.  
Various authors have defined the concept of foreign policy in different ways. The simplest 
identification of the concept is the one perceiving it as an activity of any given state by which the 
state itself fulfills its national interest within the international arena (Petrič, 2013, p. 1). Vladimir 
Benko (1997, p. 237) describes foreign policy as a concept strongly connected with domestic 
politics of the state as well, as it is the domestic politics that set the basis for the foreign policy 
strategy.  
Elgstrom (1983, p. 265) adds to the concept of foreign policy another element – its future-
oriented component. Planning for the future is necessary in policy-making since actors are 
generally supposed to behave in accordance to their long-term goals (ibid.). In accordance with 
both Benko‘s and Elgstrom‘s expansion of the simple definition, Brighi and Hill (2012, p. 155) 
believe that foreign policy implementation is about transforming one actor‘s goals towards 
outcomes by reaching into the environment on the one hand, while balancing with the internal 
component on the other.  
Moreover, in the case of foreign policy analysis, Vukadinović (1980, 173–174 in Jović 2018b, p. 
152)17 points out three key elements for it to be successful: 1) actor and decision-makers‘ 
                                                          
15
 The rhetoric of the USA presidents‘ on Russia‘s actions did not change with President Donald Trump either. 
Trump criticised Russia‘s alleged policy goal to reclaim control over the post-Soviet space and to destabilise the 
Western alliance (Ferguson & Hast, 2018, p. 280).  
16




analysis, as well as interactions leading the process, 2) analysis of principles and interests and 3) 
analysis of state of affairs in international relations in order to determine the state‘s partners and 
opponents. The legitimacy of foreign policy action is about the actor‘s own conception of costs, 
benefits and consequences for the state as a result of the foreign policy action (Noutcheva, 2016, 
p. 35). Also, recognition of actor‘s own self-interest on the one side, while also recognising the 
interest of the ―other‖ could lead to a ―win-win‖ situation on which the EU‘s model of incentives 
and disincentives is based on (ibid.).  
Since all of the WB states do qualify as small states, their foreign policies are mostly focused on 
reaction to external threats by either bandwagoning,
18
 forming strategic patron-client 
relationships or accommodating the threats (Neack, 2008, p. 171; Rasidagić, 2013, p. 349). 
Moreover, regional co-operation among the states in the WB had also been singled out as one of 
the conditions for joining the IOs (Bechev, 2011, p. 41). The study of small states and their 
behaviour in a specific international context (in this case, during the process of the EU 
enlargement) is often observed by their self-expectations and self-interpretation with other 
relevant international actors, states in particular (Šabic & Brglez, 2002, p. 70). 
Because of various criteria when making an objective judgment of a state, a universal definition 
of a small state is often avoided (Šabic & Brglez, 2002, p. 69).
19
 Even in today‘s globalised 
international system based on mutual interdependence, the former Yugoslav republics 
undoubtedly qualify as small states, no matter what criteria is taken into account (weakness, 
power, territory (size), population, GDP, power relations) (Maass, 2009, p. 71; Rasidagić, 2013, 
p. 350). This interdependence had also been the case on the regional level already during the 
1990s, however, despite being a necessary condition, it was definitely not a sufficient one to 
secure co-operation between the WB states (Bechev, 2011, p. 39).  
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 Vukadinović, R. 1980. Osnovni okviri istraţivanja vanjske politike. Politička misao: časopis za politologiju. 
17(1), 159–174.  
18
 Bandwagoning refers to states getting on a ―bandwagon‖ with bigger powers (Great powers) in order to assure 
security (Waltz, 1979, p. 126).  
19
 This avoidance of defining the term is also criticised by authors because of two reasons; 1) small states are an 
integral part of international political life and 2) small states are a useful instrument for analysis (Maass, 2009, p. 
67). However, no universal definition of a small state based on a consensus has yet emerged, diminishing the 




According to the liberal theory of international relations national interest can be achieved not 
only via military but also other dimensions (economic, political, technological, sociological etc.) 
(Baylis & Smith, 2001, p. 5). Because of this, it is easier for small states to achieve their foreign 
policy goals and gain power in aspects that are not dependent on their size of territory or 
population (Bojinović, 2004, p. 11). Membership in IOs as important international actors is often 
particularly important for small states‘ foreign policies (ibid.), whilst the latter are potential 
interest spheres in which such important international actors want to have influence in (Rrustemi 
et al., 2018, p. 151). Therefore, states still use IOs to manage both international conflicts and 
everyday interactions making IOs relevant (and often crucial) actors in international relations 
(Abbott & Snidal, 1998, p. 3). Their centralized and independent nature affects the environment, 




The liberal theory of International Relations explains that in such an international environment 
the IOs have become the centres of decision-making and interactions between different actors 
(Goetschl, 2000, p. 7). Moreover, their ability to cooperate and interact with each other usually 
contributes to that role (Beširević, 2013 p. 24). Even though big states do this as well, this is 
particularly true for small states, who use memberships in IOs to achieve their own foreign 
policy goals (Bojinović, 2004, p. 11). Such capabilities are mostly affixed to organizations such 




2.2 The European Union as an actor via enlargement policy 
Pragmatism and implementation of its normative principles, along with its active interventionist 
foreign policy are the EU‘s basis on which the organisation challenges formative events (such as 
destabilisation moves of opposition parties), thus often being named ―stability exporter‖ (Stahl, 
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 Nowadays, security is understood through various complex and interdependent elements: 1) political, 2) 
economic, 3) military, 4) sociological and 5) ecological, thus changing the nature of traditional sources of power 
based purely on military power (Buzan, Waever and De Wilde, 1998, p. 16).  
21
 Those capabilities have been challenged throughout the years, with the latest COVID-19 pandemic (as declared in 
March 2020) providing more grounds for criticism of IOs that are often used as ideal scapegoats by local politicians 
and national governments (Gasbarri, 2020). The lack of clarity of primary obligations of IOs was again shown in the 




2013, p. 449). However, the EU is often being criticised for its incapacity to transform its 
normative role in the international relations into an operational one (Manners, 2001, p. 22). In 
accordance with that, an additional foreign policy area – enlargement, via the accession process – 
serves in the EU‘s backyard to promote its values, policies and interests abroad (Stahl, 2013, p. 
449). Schimmelfennig (2003, p. 2) describes the enlargement project as the EU‘s most important 
political project which has also strongly affected and forced the EU to do reforms in the 
decision-making process and its basic policies.  
The importance of the EU‘s foreign policy over the years changed and was mostly affected (and 
spurred for that matter) by external events, whereas co-operation and coordination among the EU 
MSs varied (Tache, 2015, p. 3).
22
 However, the EU‘s foreign policy decision-making still does 
primarily remain among the EU MSs‘ authority, even though the decisions are made collectively 
(Birchfield & Young, 2018, p. 5).  
Many scholars have tried to measure the EU‘s foreign policy effectiveness by using goal 
accomplishment of the policies (Birchfield & Young, 2018, p. 4). However, this type of 
measuring is not the most optimal since specific policies could fail due to various reasons that 
are not in the hands of the organisation itself, while they could also achieve some other 
objectives (ibid.). Josep Borrell, the EU‘s current High Representative for Foreign Affairs and 
Security Policy (High Representative) stated that with the rebirth of geopolitical competition, the 
organisation has the opportunity to either become the player or be the playground for mostly 
China, the USA, Russia and Turkey (Barigazzi, 2019). In the newest EU agenda, the European 
Council stated the EU‘s desire to strengthen its role focusing on four main priorities; 1) 
protecting citizens and freedoms, 2) developing a strong economic base, 3) building a climate-
neutral, fair, green and social Europe and 4) promoting European interests and values on the 
global stage (European Council, 2019, p. 1). Borrell also called upon the EU MSs for a more 
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 Despite being an economic giant, the EU‘s foreign policy was not even mentioned in the Treaty of Rome, so 
political co-operation was only formalised in 1986 with the Single European Act (SEA) (in 1986). By the SEA, the 
EU MSs have committed to jointly formulate a European foreign policy (Tache, 2015, p. 111). It needs to be said 
that up until the Lisbon Treaty of 2009, the EU MSs were pushed to seek their interests and pursue achieving their 
goals in foreign relations with other international actors (Simionov & Pascariu, 2019, p. 148). This meant that the 
EU‘s foreign relations with other international actors were based rather upon intergovernmental forms of co-




coherent foreign policy, splitting it into geostrategic issues and local, neighbourhood issues 
(Barigazzi, 2019). The nature of the enlargement policy positions this policy into both categories. 
EU enlargement is supposed not only to serve interests of acceding states but also of EU MSs, by 
making Europe and more specifically the EU a safe, stable and more prosperous place (European 
Commission, 2011, p. 7). Over the years, the widening membership of the has promoted 
economic growth and strengthened democratic forces (European Union, 2016). The 
conditionality instruments that the EU uses during the accession process cannot be achieved by 
the organisation only, but are rather dependent on the local governments‘ and political elites‘ co-
operation (Beširević, 2013, p. 207). Beširević (ibid.) lists five of these instruments; 1) providing 
models of legal and institutional frameworks that is in accordance with the legal system of the 
EU, 2) providing financial and technical support, 3) setting benchmarks and monitoring their 
implementation, 4) advisory role and twinning that directly contribute and support the 
implementation among the local administrative structures and 5) gate-keeping, i.e. conditioning 
further stages of the negotiation process with previously fulfilled conditions, as the most 
effective instrument.  
The EU predominantly uses its economic instruments (carrots and sticks) in order to achieve its 
economic and non-economic goals (Tache, 2015, p. 113). From the economic point of view, it is 
important to state that the EU‘s companies are the biggest investors in the region (European 
Commission, 2018, p. 1). Also, the EU does remain the WB‘s region biggest trading partner in 
both exports (80.6 %) and imports (73.5 %) (European Commission, 2019, p. 8).  
The policy of carrots and sticks
23
 has positively affected the EU‘s legitimacy in the region since 
it had also shown the organisation‘s commitment to the WB as well (Bickerton, 2011, p. 24 in 
Kočan, 2018, p. 10).
24
 This policy has been used to persuade the recipient states to satisfy the 
demands of the donor (which in this case is the EU). Negative conditionality (sticks) is used 
when the set conditions are not met by the recipient in a form of either sanctions, penalties and/or 
intimidation, whereas carrots are used to increase help sent to the recipient as a response to an 
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 Even though less in use, EU has applied ―sticks‖ mostly by implementing sanctions in order to show commitment 
to respect of human rights and setting labour standards (Belarus, Myanmar, Russia) (Tache, 2015, p. 113).  
24
 Bickerton, C. 2011. Towards a Social Theory of EU Foreign and Security Policy. Journal of Common Market 





improved government action (Beširević, 2013, p. 161). This is in principle a rather basic process 
that says if you want to achieve result a, you need to do b (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 83).  
However, the current calls by the EU MSs suggesting changes in the EU accession process 
which would not be merely a technocratic one (as it has become) but much rather based on the 
aforementioned merit system, offering deserved benefits (carrots) early on while also imposing 
―deserved‖ punishments (sticks) for backsliding (Delević & Prelec, 2020). These reforms in the 
accession process should contribute to better establishment of links among variety of actors such 
as political parties, civil society organizations and local institutions (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 
21). European Commission‘s new methodology proposal on February 5
th
, 2020 recognizes the 
importance of a forward-looking agenda and supports the transformation of the WB in the fields 
of economic, rule of law and democratic reforms (European Commission, 2020a, p. 2). In order 
to reinvigorate the accession process, the proposal addresses four specific fields; 1) credibility 
(on both sides), 2) a stronger political steer, 3) a more dynamic process and 4) predictability and 
positive and negative conditionality (ibid.).  
Therefore, de-politicization of the accession process has turned the need for deep political 
reforms into a technical issue which might be easier to pass among the local elites and population 
but almost impossible to implement (Önsoy, 2012, p. 112). On the other hand, the EU‘s political 
goals had also led (and might lead to in the future) towards strategic accessions when the 
Copenhagen criteria have not been fulfilled (Romania, Greece, Cyprus, Serbia) in the name of 
stabilisation (Stahl, 2013, p. 447). Since the EU does not have its own army, it predominantly 
uses diplomacy, negotiations, economic sanctions and international laws as instruments of 
foreign policy (Tache, 2015, p. 116).  
It needs to be said that the challenges of the EU‘s foreign policy have grown both in depth and in 
numbers. After the fall of the Berlin Wall, the EU‘s foreign policy was mostly aimed towards: 1) 
keeping order and preventing further divisions within the newly resulted external borders 
(primarily because of the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union) and 2) the EU‘s policy 
of enlargement (Tache, 2015, p. 4). Nowadays the EU has been facing major internal challenges; 
deepening divisions among the EU MSs particularly regarding the question of further 




scepticism culminating in Brexit (Kallis, 2018, p. 63). Moreover, by adding external challenges 
such as the refugee and economic crises and Russia‘s annexation of Crimea (Tache, 2015, p. 22; 
Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 137) it seems obvious that the attention to the process of enlargement 
(which was ever present during the 1990s) has dropped leading to an enlargement fatigue. 
Therefore, such internal and external challenges impact rational foreign policy-making which is 
based on the cost-benefit analysis (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 80). 
 
2.3 Rational choice in foreign policy-making 
The rationalist approach presents its view on enlargement as a rather egoistic reason by analysing 
its costs and benefits for both the EU MSs and each prospective MS (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 80). 
Exerting influence in order to achieve political goals can be achieved via various instruments of 
foreign policy (Kinsella, Russett & Star, 2013, p. 89). The External Incentives Model is an actor-
centred model that assumes rational actors are playing a bargaining game called conditionality, 
while driven by cost-benefit calculations and political/material self-interest (Zhelyazkova, 
Damjanovski, Nechev & Schimmelfenning , 2018, p. 18). In accordance to this definition, the 
EU ―sets rule adoption as a condition for obtaining reward‖ (ibid.), be that financial assistance to 
association, whereas the ultimate prize is full membership (ibid.). Rational cost-benefit foreign 
policy-making also depends on the state‘s degree of sovereignty, particularly important for small 
states (Noutcheva, 2016, p. 9). 
Noutcheva (2016, p. 9) analysed these states‘ degree of sovereignty by classifying them into 
different categories depending how sovereign they are on both the internal and external level.
25
 
This is also important when we analyse their compliance to external pressure, whereas BiH‘s 
response to the EU accession requirements would be regarded as ―partial‖, while Serbia‘s 
(initial) reaction to Kosovo‘s independence
26
 is one of ―non-compliance‖ (Noutcheva, 2016, p. 
10). The reason for this is the fact that political costs to incumbents in power rise by complying 
with EU conditionality since the reform of state institutions that are compatible to EU rules 
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 In this classification, BiH is regarded as a state of weak internal sovereignty but intact external sovereignty, 
whereas Croatia is considered to be a sovereign state on both levels (Bojinović Fenko, 2014, p. 19; Noutcheva, 
2016, p. 9).  
26




imply a loss of political power and because of the fact domestic transformation required by the 
EU at times involves unpopular measures (Noutcheva, 2012, p. 159).  
According to Stokke (1995, p. 2 in Beširević, 2013, p. 160),
27
 conditionality is an instrument 
used to achieve various goals (political, economic, geopolitical, security). Despite being a 
general definition, its main element is to use pressure that specific help will be withdrawn or 
limited if the recipient does not satisfy the conditions (Beširević, 2013, p. 161). Moreover, 
conditionality is also a multilevel process in which the EU as well reacts differently to given 
situations (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 79) which can be seen if we take a look at the lengthy and 
complex process of accession.  
EU MSs, however, have recently been calling for a revival of the conditionality concept in the 
accession talks which would be more based on a merit system with the general idea of earning 
credibility in the region and the international arena, while also offering deserved benefits 
(carrots) to those aspiring to join and showing will to implement reforms (Delević & Prelec, 
2020). This is particularly true for the WB countries which seem to have lost the belief in the 
process. Therefore a merit-based process offering the same benefits to all WB countries 
regardless of their current official status is a possible solution as well (Burazer, 2019).  
The adaptation to the EU‘s political, social, economic and institutional dynamics of integration 
can be summarized in a concept of Europeanization (Dţankić et al., 2018, p. 4). This concept is 
seen by many authors (Elbasani, 2013; Noutcheva 2016; Dţankić et al.; 2018 to name but a few) 
as a short-hand for domestic influence of the EU, whereas Europeanization through enlargement 
has possibly been affecting post-communist countries the most since the regime change, i.e. 
since these countries have undergone a transition to democracy and market economy. Ješe 
Perković (2018, p. 31) notes the ambiguity of the term regarding post-communist countries since 
its meaning can be either full EU accession or a more general process of going ―back to Europe‖ 
after the Cold War (in other words post-communist transition). This is also true for the former 
Yugoslav republics, now independent, small states whose national interest is strongly linked 
towards full membership in the EU rather than full Europeanization (Elbasani, 2013, p. 7; 
Kinsella et al., 2013, p. 68). Strict insisting on the democratic model as part of the EU‘s 
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conditionality towards the WB, non-democratic challenges such as high levels of corruption, 
open disputes on sovereignty and border issues still remain (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 12).  
Since Europeanization is mostly understood as representing a two-way process,
28
 the EU MSs 
can argue that its enlargement policy has been a credible and successful democracy promotion 
policy, at least to the extent of greater stability and expansion of economic markets (Vachudova, 
2018, p. 65). Also, as new states adopt European norms (peace, single market, freedom of 
movement, human rights) they also become more democratic leading to further stabilisation of 
the region, which was for Southeast Europe particularly evident after the end of the Cold War 
(Slobodchikoff, 2012, p. 33). This creation of a common European identity is the main reasoning 
behind Europeanization,
29
 especially since the interaction between small states in particular and 
relevant international actors such as IOs influences identity building of small states (Šabic & 
Brglez, 2002, p. 71). 
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 Not only does Europeanization entail domestic adaptation of EU norms but it also includes changes in the 
Europeanization dynamics itself (Bojinović Fenko & Stahl, 2018, p. 43; Vachudova, 2018, p. 65). 
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 Such ideology would be in contrast with the concept of ―Balkanization‖, which symbolises fragmentation of a 
region into several independent centres of power that are mutually hostile (Evans & Newnham, 1998, p. 45). 
Moreover, the sinister meaning of the term had received more negative connotations with the violent dissolution of 
Yugoslavia, leading to today‘s connection by the public with genocide and ethnic cleansing (ibid.). Therefore ―de-
Balkanization‖ in terms of ideology and economic growth is one of the conditions for EU membership (Novak, 




3 THE WESTERN BALKANS AS AN INTEREST SPHERE 
 
In the third chapter the goal is to historically contextualise the WB as an interest sphere for not 
only the EU as a partner actor but also other external actors. This is needed in order to present 
the historical roles of external actors in the WB and how the sphere of interest of the WB as a 
region has changed, causing the shift away from the EU membership prospect.  
 
3.1 Historical aspects of (Western) Balkans as an interest sphere 
As presented in the conceptual part, an interest sphere consists of small ―inside‖ states which 
seek for support from external powers. The latter‘s interests may of course be competitive, even 
conflicting. Applying this to the Balkans in a historical perspective, small domestic nations have 
always been present in this area (Carlton, 1983, p. 52). The concept of ―Balkanization‖, 
symbolising fragmentation of a region into several independent centres of power, even adds 
these small powers are mutually hostile (Evans & Newnham, 1998, p. 45). As for external Great 
powers active in the Balkans prior to the First World War, there were several. In the 19
th
 century 
already, Great powers such as England, France, Austro-Hungarian Empire, Prussia, Russia and 
Turkey were striving to achieve their interest in this area (Bojinović, 2004, p. 24). Whereas 
France and England wanted to accomplish balance of power, Turkey perceived the region as a 
transitive area in its path to the conquest of Centre Europe whilst Austro-Hungarian Empire‘ 
interest was to block such conquest (ibid.). On the other hand, Russia‘s interest in the region at 
the time was connected to having an access to the Mediterranean Sea (ibid.).  
In the 20
th
 century, the WB region was already contested by external actors in 1914 with the 
assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo (Rrustemi et al., 2018, p. 9). Later on, 
the importance of the Balkan scene as a ground of sphere of influence in the post-World War II 
arrangement was often played down, particularly by the USA (Carlton, 1983, p. 52). 




the Balkan region was the only major region that was subject to an informal agreement between 
the Great powers‘ spheres of influence (Carlton, 1983, p. 51).
30
  
During the Cold War, former Yugoslavia had been perceived by the world as one of the more 
liberal sections of communist Europe,
31
 that is until the outbreak of violence in the early 1990s 
during which all the ―Balkanness‖ came into the spotlight (Bechev, 2011, p. 71). However, 
following the 1990s Balkan Wars, the WB region received an influx of various external actors, 
both Western-dominated (the EU, the USA, foundations) as well as other external actors 
(Rrustemi et al., 2018, p. 12). The latter either had traditional ties to the WB states or have been 
paving its way in the region ever since shifting the sphere of influence more on the side of non-
democratic powers (ibid.).  
Among these other external actors, Turkey and Russia have a strong tradition of presence in the 
WB region due to their cultural (particularly religious) and political ties. The USA‘s rise of 
presence had started during the 1990s Balkan Wars, with the USA playing a key role in the 
creation of the Dayton Agreement in 1995 and in the bombing campaign in Serbia in 1999 
(Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 37). China is the newest player in the region whose influence is 
based on its recently developed role of a great global power.  
On the other hand, the EU, the EU MSs and the USA remain the largest financial contributors to 
the region, thus proving their sphere ofinfluence in the region (Rrustemi et al., 2018, p. 149). The 
Western powers (among which Germany, the United Kingdom, the USA, Italy and France have 
exerted the most influence) have been influencing the WB region in various spheres of 
economic, political, cultural and security developments (ibid.). That is why the Western sphere 
of influence in the region is often connected to the individual WB states‘ accession to the EU and 
NATO (Rrustemi et al., 2018, p. 151). 
The prospect of the WB countries taking part in the EU‘s enlargement policy started at the turn 
of the 2000s, when the EU expanded its concept of enlargement to include all Balkan countries 
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 During the fourth Moscow conference in 1944, Winston Churchill and Joseph Stalin struck the ―percentages 
agreement‖ on a scrap of paper, showing the proportion of interest in the Balkan countries by the three Great powers 
at the time (Soviet Russia, the United Kingdom and the USA) (Carlton, 1983, p. 55). Interest in Yugoslavia was 
ticked off as 50-50 %. 
31
 Yugoslavia even had a special economic Co-operation Agreement with the EU (at the time European Community) 




(Elbasani, 2013, p. 3). Moreover, a sense of ―Europeaness‖
32
 (in contrast to Balkanness) has 
been growing among many European citizens throughout the years, therefore spreading the 
European identity and common values which is usually in line with a positive stance regarding 
future EU enlargement as well (Taydas & Kentmen-Cin, 2017, p. 608).  
Following the Balkan Wars in the 1990s, the EU‘s main goal has been to make any similar 
military conflict unthinkable, which explains the new conditions set specifically for the process 
of widening integration towards the WB (Pridham, 2004, p. 82) and the EU‘s enlargement 
policy, which in its ideal form, is supposed to do exactly that (Stahl, 2013, p. 447). Jović (2018, 
p. 10) adds to this, that the EU does not only represent a territory but also shared values, which, 
if accepted, create the best possible framework for stabilisation of states and the region as a 
whole. However, until the Stabilisation and Association Process (SAP) was launched, which 
symbolised an important moment for further EU enlargement in the region, the failed efforts of 
the EU had primarily been characterized by a lack of unity, a lack of its experience and a lack of 
its own enforcement mechanisms (Bieber, 2015, p. 291). Some authors go even further and state 
that the prospect of future EU membership was not a very tempting one for the new republics, 
mostly because of the lack of their institutional capacities and general lack of appeal of the EU 
membership (Bazerkoska & Dokmanović, 2017, p. 120).  
 
3.2 The European Union and the Western Balkans states as partners in the European 
Union accession process 
The integration strategy for the WB was composed along with the Central and East European 
group right after the end of the Cold War, being offered agreements in the first half of the 1990s 
and started the negotiation process for full EU accession when the WB region only restored 
peace and security (Noutcheva, 2016, p. 19).
33
 With the fall of the Berlin Wall marking the end 
of the Cold War, the EU enlargement became one of the most severe challenges to the 
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 For example, Slovenia‘s ―Europeaness‖ had been questioned during its EU membership bid among Austria‘s 
bilateral conditionality, particularly linked to the status of the German-speaking population to be advanced to a 
national minority status and the safety standards of the Krško nuclear power plant (Bojinović Fenko & Šabič, 2014, 
p. 54).  
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 Even though the EU had in 1996 created the Regional Approach for the WB, the crisis in the region did not stop 




organisation, reinstating the importance of the EU‘s foreign policy (Tache, 2015, p. 4). The 
agreement on the Treaty of the European Union (TEU) (1992/1993) was an intent by its 
members to move beyond only civilian powers by developing defensive components via the 
Common Foreign and Security Policy (CFSP) (Manners, 2001, p. 5).  
Even with the Maastricht Treaty in place, the massacre in Srebrenica, BiH of 1995 showed clear 
failure of the EU‘s polices, namely in the WB (Tache, 2015, p. 6). The new approach was 
therefore primarily a reaction to the 1990s Balkan Wars, after which the EU recognised the need 
for political dialogue and integration of the post-Yugoslav states into the EU as the best 
strategies for peace-building and long-term stability (Pridham, 2004, p. 81; Keil & Stahl, 2014, 
p. 5; Dţankić & Keil, 2018, p. 186). This approach already started in 1996, immediately after the 
wars in Croatia and BiH, at a time when the term ―Western Balkans‖ did not yet exist (Djurić, 
2013, p. 40). The objective was again dual: by building a strong network of co-operation and 
relationships, stability in the region would be restored and safeguarded on the one hand, while 
securing peace in the EU‘s backyard on the other (ibid.).
34
 
Therefore the Amsterdam Treaty was signed in 1997 (in force since 1999), identifying four key 
policy instruments for improving the CFSP, while also introducing a new position (Tache, 2015, 
p. 7). In order to stress out the importance of CFSP, the EU established the position of the High 
Representative of the CFSP
35
 (Stekić & Akçay, 2017, p. 66). The Regional Approach for 
Southeast Europe (RA)
36
 had been formed in 1996 by the EU as a pre-accession framework for 
the countries in the region, including and promoting the concepts such as good neighbourliness 
and economic integration at the regional level (Bechev, 2011, p. 46). The EU had stepped up its 
engagement in the region in the 2000s hoping to replicate the success in Eastern Europe 
(Noutcheva, 2016, p. 1). Also, the organisation‘s ―Achilles‘ heel‖ has led the EU to new policy 
solutions to be found
37
 in order to manage the post-conflict situation in the region (Noutcheva, 
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 The EU‘s actions in the WB at the turn of the millennium were predominantly made in concert with the USA 
(Keil & Stahl, 2014, p. 5; Bieber, 2015, p. 21), whose military interventions halted violence in the former 
Yugoslavia (Bechev, 2011, p. 155). 
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 Via the 2007 Lisbon Treaty (in force since 2009), the CFSP has become the part of the EU‘s external action, thus 
also becoming an important element in the integration process of the organization. 
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 Excluding Slovenia, Bulgaria and Romania.  
37
 The Common Security and Defense Policy was born out of the Balkan crises of the 1990s, gradually leading to the 





2016, p. 2). Intended to reassert the EU‘s role in the region after the Kosovo war in 1999, the 
Stability Pact for Southeast Europe (SP) was presented by the German Presidency of the EU 
Council, relying heavily on the EU‘s democracy promotion and economic reconstruction and 
security management (Bechev, 2011, p. 50). However, the SP did not manage to introduce direct 
conditionality which would ensure better implementation of reforms in the region (Ješe Perković, 
2018, p. 54).  
On the other hand, from that point on the EU had committed itself to the region, whereas the WB 
served (and still does) as a test for the organisation becoming a credible foreign policy actor 
(Stahl, 2013, p. 447). In addition to that, the Feira European Council declared in 2000 that the 
EU‘s aim is the ―fullest possible integration of the countries into the political and economic 
mainstream of Europe‖ while also stating that all states concerned are potential candidates for 
EU membership  (Solioz, 2011, p. 127; Elbasani, 2013, p. 24). That was the point when the EU 
extended the membership perspective to the WB states, which was a full decade later after the 
steps were made towards accession of Romania and Bulgaria (Noutcheva, 2016, p. 19). 
Moreover, in the Declaration of the Zagreb Summit (European Council 2000),
38
 the European 
Council stated that the historic changes in the WB countries had opened the way for both 
regional reconciliation (European Council, 2000, art. 2) and to moving closer to the EU as part of 
the stabilization and association process (European Council, 2000, art. 4). In 2002, the European 
Commission expressed another major shift in the EU‘s policy towards the WB, by stating that 
mere stabilisation and containment are not enough to bring sustainable peace and security to the 
region and that only the strong prospect of full accession to the organisation could achieve it 
(Solioz, 2011, p. 127).  
The out-dated and limited SP and RA had then been replaced by the SAP,
39
 an institutionalized 
framework composed of three phases which offered the WB states SAA, made conditional on 
commitment to regional co-operation, democratic and market reforms as well as minority rights 
observance (Bechev, 2011, p. 55; Elbasani, 2013, p. 22). Therefore, it can be said that SAP had 
been designed in accordance with the situation in the WB countries (Babuna, 2014, p. 6). The 
SAA symbolises the key moment in the SAP which sets the basis for the completion of the 
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 The Stabilisation and Association Process was launched in 1999 and strengthened at the Thessaloniki Summit in 




process and is the first formal agreement with the organisation (Beširević, 2013, p. 282). 
Financial support is the second phase which highlights the goals and mechanisms of the SAA in 
accordance with national strategies (Beširević, 2013, p. 282). The regional dimension of the SAP 
shows the EU‘s commitment to spur regional co-operation rather than just agreeing on bilateral 
agreements with individual countries (Beširević, 2013, p. 283).  
The strategic goal of the SAP was to stabilise the relations in Southeast Europe while also 
including it into European (and even Euro-Atlantic) structures (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 60). 
Therefore, the EU‘s involvement after the SAP in 2000 has been emphasized further during the 
Thessaloniki Declaration
40
 which famously proclaimed that the future of the WB was within the 
EU (Pridham, 2004, p. 81) and that the EU ―reiterates its unequivocal support to the European 
perspective of the WB countries‖ (European Council, 2003, art. 2). This rather optimistic 
perspective was greeted in a positive fashion and with satisfaction (if not even euphoria) by both 
the political elites and the public  in the region (Solioz, 2016, p. 128).  
Moreover, the Thessaloniki Declaration set the same basis for further development of the WB 
states by determining respect of international law, peaceful resolution of conflicts and regional 
co-operation as key principles leading the way (Stekić & Akçay, 2017, p. 72). On the other hand, 
the Commission‘s principle of ―differentiation‖
41
 that was introduced had meant that the EU 
acknowledged each applicant country‘s individual pace of progress which was dependent on 
their individual levels of preparedness for accession (Bojinović Fenko & Urlić, 2015, p. 114). 
However, in 2014, the latter president of the European Commission Jean-Claude Juncker had 
stated that a clear commitment by the WB states to full EU membership still does not exist, while 
also adding that the WB states need an honest and credible EU perspective, thus lowering the 
importance of enlargement (Vladeva, 2014, p. 24; Kočan, 2018, p. 29). 
The EU had also taken an increased number of responsibilities regarding conflict prevention, 
crisis management and post-conflict reconciliation in the region, all in line with its long-term 
strategy of ensuring stability and integration of the WB (Babuna, 2014, p. 7). The 2001 Ohrid 
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Framework Agreement42 and the 2002 Belgrade Agreement
43
 have proven that the prospect of 
closer relations can be used as a powerful tool for ensuring further stability in the region, 
whereas the entry into force of the Lisbon Treaty in 2009 equipped the EU with more effective 
mechanisms such as the HR in an effort to ensure better coordination in dealing with third parties 
like the WB states (Bazerkoska & Dokmanović, 2017, p. 121). More recently, the European 
perspective of the WB states was further confirmed by the Sofia European Council in May 2018, 
re-establishing that membership of those states is also in the EU‘s economic, political and social 
interest (European Commission, 2019e).  
In addition, another criterion
44
 had been added for the former Yugoslav republics – co-operation 
with the International Criminal Tribunal for the former Yugoslavia (ICTY) (Stahl, 2013, p. 450). 
The EU started pressuring the new moderate political parties that took over governments in 
Croatia and Serbia (in 2000) to surrender suspected war criminals (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 106). 
However, some authors criticise this condition by saying that it had not positively affected 
conciliation in the region and that it was often pervasively used by political parties
45
 to grab 
power (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 107). The other additional criterion is regional co-operation 
(Solioz, 2011, p. 137).  
The EU‘s enlargement policy still considers Europeanization and stabilisation as its main 
mechanisms through which the so-called ―problematic children‖ (or ―Achiles‘ heel‖) such as 
Serbia and BiH would solve both their internal and external problems (Stahl, 2013, p. 447). The 
European Commission reconfirmed in 2018 the fact that a deserved full accession of the WB 
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 The Ohrid Framework Agreement was a truce that stopped the ethnic conflict between ethnic Macedonians and 
Macedonia‘s Albanians in the then Former Yugoslav Republic of Macedonia and was an example of the EU‘s quick 
reaction to a crisis (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 54).  
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 The Belgrade Agreement, although not a permanent resolution, contributed to prevention of a violent conflict 
during the dissolution of Montenegro from the former Yugoslavia, which later became Serbia and Montenegro by a 
peaceful separation in 2006 (Babuna, 2014, p. 7).  
44
 Other additional political conditions that were established for the WB states also include: constitutional reform for 
BiH, respecting agreements reached with Kosovo and Serbia and agreeing with neighbouring countries on North 
Macedonia‘s name use (Bojinović Fenko & Urlić, 2015, p. 110). 
45
 An example of Croatian war general Ante Gotovina showed Croatia‘s stalling of co-operation with the ICTY 
since it would sway the country‘s legitimacy of the ―Homeland war‖ as well as Croatian national identity (Ješe 
Perković, 2018, p. 107). Croatia was expected to cooperate fully, particularly according to the ICTY chief 
prosecutor Carla Del Ponte, but locating Gotovina and transferring him to the Hague had remained hugely unpopular 
in Croatia by both intellectuals and general public thus delaying the process altogether (Roter & Bojinović, 2005, p. 
451).  
However, Croatia eventually did comply to the set condition regarding general Gotovina as the costs of not having 




countries is in the EU‘s economic, political and security interest (European Commission, 2018, 
p. 1). In the same document, the European Commission stated that the process of the WB 
accession is an investment in both a safe and strong Europe that is based on common values, as 
well as the organisation‘s investment for further development in economic and influential terms 
(ibid.).  
While saying that the EU should also enhance its own role in policies towards the WB (focusing 
primarily on justice and home affairs), the European Commission also indirectly concluded that 
the EU itself is currently not ready for the enlargement as it needs to become ―stronger and more 
solid, before it can be bigger‖ (European Commission, 2018, p. 15). This was later confirmed in 
2019 when the Dutch Prime Minister Rutte stated that the 2025 membership perspective was not 
the goal at all, proving the situation for the WB states‘ EU membership was not so optimistic 
(Tanjug, 2019). While further enlargement has not been questioned by the EU MSs in the long-
term, a certain enlargement fatigue (Orešković, 2014) has been increasingly affecting the process 
for other external actors that are able and willing to join the EU. The Balkan route during the 
refugee crisis as well as the economic crisis that hit the WB economies hard certainly had not 
helped, therefore increasing the anti-enlargement voices (Doehler, 2019, p. 4). During the 
specific economic crisis, the EU was preoccupied with its own problems and thus was not able to 
support recovery in the WB (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 27). 
Despite a lot of flattering comments on the development of each WB state on the one side and 
the EU‘s progress in the region on the other side, the European Commission does admit that, 
although theoretically possible, further enlargement until 2025 is an ―extremely ambitious‖ goal 
that depends on the progress of each individual country (European Commission, 2018, p. 2). 
Redoubling the efforts is necessary in order to achieve this ambitious goal, most notably in the 
fields of the rule of law, regional co-operation, rooting out corruption and competitiveness 
(European Commission, 2018, p. 3). Montenegro and Serbia were named as the frontrunners in 
the EU accession process, whereas at that point Albania and North Macedonia were singled out 
as the ones making significant progress (European Commission, 2018, p. 7).  
Late in establishing diplomatic relations and directly expressing its desire to join the EU, North 




consensus among political actors on what the country‘s objective is – full EU membership 
(Giandomenico, 2013, p. 71; Koneska, 2014, p. 118). Despite heavily depending on Greece‘s 
will to resolving the name dispute (Dţankić & Keil, 2018, p. 185), it remains to be seen what 
effect will this solution have on the country‘s fulfillment of its foreign policy goal (Koneska, 
2014, p. 112). This is particularly interesting since the EU itself had also in the meantime added 
the name settlement as a necessary condition for starting the negotiations (Bazerkoska & 
Dokmanović, 2017, p. 119). An additional underlining is in place, namely that a strong civil 
society has been built in the country in order to adopt the EU‘s ideology more easily, leaving 
North Macedonia enthusiastic about the EU membership incentive (Dţankić & Keil, 2018, p. 
201).  
In accordance with the Commission‘s recommendation to open up the negotiations with North 
Macedonia and Albania, the Council of the EU acknowledged the progress made by these 
countries as much as that it promised the opening of negotiations in June 2019 (European 
Commission, 2019a, p. 1).
46
 However, in 2019 the EU leaders were unable to reach an agreement 
on membership negotiation talks with the two WB states (Herszenhorn, 2019b). Opinions on the 
topic vary with German Chancellor Angela Merkel and the European Council President Donald 
Tusk in favour, French President Emanuel Macron strongly against moving towards membership 
talks, while the Dutch Prime Minister Mark Rutte suggested a compromise in which the talks 
would start for North Macedonia while Albania would be forced to wait (Herszenhorn, 2019b).
47
  
Moreover, in the wide variety of opinions among the EU MSs on this topic, Rutte added that 
some EU MSs did not want to decouple the process with the two countries (Tanjug, 2019). All 
this suggests that the EU MSs do not agree on the topic of the enlargement at all, particularly to 
the WB which makes the prospect of full accession for the WB states a very difficult and 
equivocal one. Also, even though no other EU MSs apart from France officially opposed the idea 
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 This was due to North Macedonia‘s ―great strides‖ towards EU integration such as positive change in the mind-
set, on which the European Commission reported on many occasions (European Commission, 2019a, p. 15). 
Albania‘s significant process was reported by the European Commission as well since many reforms and measures 
continued to take place, signalising the country‘s long-term objective of full accession (European Commission, 
2019a, p. 15). 
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 Rutte explained his decision by stating that the Netherlands believe Albania is not ready for the membership talks, 
while North Macedonia is far closer to it (Tanjug, 2019). In addition, Juncker, the European Commission‘s former 





of starting accession talks, an appeal for a shift of the existing methodology regarding the 
enlargement process has been supported by many more (Austria, the Czech Republic, Italy, 
Poland, Slovakia and Slovenia (Momtaz, 2019; Delević & Prelec, 2020).  
Moreover, Macron stated that the EU‘s main concern in the region should not be primarily on 
these two countries but rather on BiH calling it ―a ticking time-bomb‖ facing the problem of the 
returning Jihadists fighters (Herszenhorn, 2019a). Macron also noted that BiH has been ticking 
right beside an EU MS (Index.hr, 2019) – Croatia – therefore pointing out BiH as the key state in 
the WB in which security and stability should be restored. The Commission‘s statement that the 
EU should live up to its commitments and give credit where credit is due (European 
Commission, 2019a, p. 2) only damaged the organisation‘s credibility in the region even further, 
since it has not worked according to the plans. This rise of authoritarian practices is the region‘s 
main challenge while the reforms that had been taken in the fields of public administration, 
independent judiciary system and fight against corruption have not fallen on a fruitful ground 
and therefore lack sustainability (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 81).  
In March 2020, however, the EU had decided to open accession negotiations with both North 
Macedonia and Albania with the current European Commission‘s President Ursula von der 
Leyen stating that both countries did what was asked of them (European Commission, 2020b). 
Moreover, the biggest critics among the EU MSs mostly responsible for the delay, France and 
the Netherlands, had managed to force reforms to the process that will be based on objective 
criteria as well as rigorous positive and negative reversibility and conditionality (Rettman, 2020). 
Oliver Varhelyi, Commissioner for Neighbourhood and Enlargement furthermore stated that this 
is also an important message not only for the two countries in case but also other WB countries, 
thus reaffirming the EU‘s commitment in the region (European Commission, 2020b).  
The EU‘s HR Josep Borrell explicitly set out his goal of the strong anchoring the WB states‘ 
accession to the EU, with the priority of a Kosovo-Serbia legally-binding agreement and to place 
BiH on the path of stability (Barigazzi, 2019). Despite the fact that Borrell comes from a state 
that is one of the toughest opponents of Kosovo‘s independence, he explicitly noted that the EU 
must avoid sending misleading and conflicting messages to the WB states in general, particularly 




values on the post-communist countries, as well as collectively exercising hegemonic power is 
therefore considered as a designed foreign policy strategy (Noutcheva, 2012, p. 36).  
In the meantime, apart from the Eurozone financial and economic crisis, Brexit and the migration 
crisis (to name but a few) have distracted the EU from its enlargement, while reducing its 
credibility as well as its ability and willingness to pursue the enlargement project. In turn, all this 
has made the EU less desirable to the WB states (Bieber, 2018, p. 238).
48
 Such crises (financial, 
economic, political, existential) have been wounding the EU so much so that many scholars had 
predicted its slow and painful death already in 2011 (Thies, 2012, p. 225).  
Since then, the wounds have been both getting deeper and growing in numbers with the Brexit, 
immigration crisis and the rise of the radical right on the European soil (Italy, Hungary, France 
etc.) (Kallis, 2018, p. 63).
49
 In 2015, a big refugee wave hit the WB because of the importance of 
the ―Balkan route‖ through which the refugees were trying to reach Western Europe, which all 
together (along with the economic crisis and huge floods that hit BiH, Croatia and Serbia) 
burdened the development of the WB countries (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 137). The anti-
immigration tendencies have been growing as well, since with the number of foreign-born 
residents, hostility and intolerance among the EU citizens grows as well (Taydas & Kentmen-
Cin, 2017, p. 608).  
Because of the region‘s history of open border disputes and conflicts, the WB countries affected 
by the refugee crises did not cooperate between each other and generally responded to the 
refugee wave chaotically, spurring more instability (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 100). Such 
crises have negatively affected the EU‘s transformative power thus spurring the calls for a new 
approach that would reassert its role, particularly in the WB region (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 
69). 
The response to the refugee crisis by the WB countries differed. North Macedonia‘s otherwise 
chaotic and disorganised policy was based on 1) criticising Greece for its inability to cope with 
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 When talking about the rise of Euro-scepticism, authors also emphasize the importance of the Eurozone crisis 
which has hit the WB countries hard (Bartlett & Prica, 2013, p. 378). This is particularly true for BiH, Croatia and 
Serbia – with sharp falls in Gross domestic product growth rates and very high unemployment levels (ibid.). 
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 The various crises also seem to be intertwined, since the immigration crisis had made the radical right‘s presence 
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the influx of refugees and continuously letting them go to North Macedonia (both legally and 
illegally) and 2) criticising the EU for being unable to assist the candidate country in managing 
the crisis (Bojinović Fenko & Stahl, 2018, p. 50). On the other hand, Serbia was generally 
praised by the EU as a key partner in finding a sustainable solution in the crises, despite the fact 
Hungary‘s actions (closing the Budapest train stations for people without valid EU visa, closing 
the borders) put enormous pressure on Serbia (Bojinović Fenko & Stahl, 2018, p. 51). This also 
raised the tensions between Serbia and Croatia which had almost resulted in a trade war, until in 
November 2015 the countries agreed to transport refugees by train (ibid.).  
Thus, a general feeling of intolerance, chauvinism and populism has been on the rise in the 
recent years throughout Europe which are all values that are in complete contrast to the EU‘s 
principles (National Committee on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 7).  The EU therefore 
needs to take a more proactive role in developing effective integration policies if it wants to 
maintain the desirability of the EU prospect in the region, but this can only be achieved by active 
participation of the WB countries, both members and (potential) candidates to the EU (Nechev & 
Trauner, 2017, p. 103).  
Economic and political challenges that had not been overcome by the EU‘s democratic agenda 
only diminished the organization‘s promise of achieving prosperity and security in the region, 
thus turning the region particularly to the East (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 12). In the context of 
the WB states‘ weakening interest towards the full EU membership, other external actors 
(Russia, Turkey and China) have arrived or have grown stronger in the region. Turning to such 
alternatives by the WB countries might not necessarily mean a search for the EU alternative, but 
is rather motivated by pragmatism and looking for new business opportunities (which could also 
bring political influence) (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 12).  
It seems therefore, that with the divergence of the EU MSs opinions on further enlargement, 
reorganization of Directorate-General, sceptical Commission‘s presidents (Juncker) diminishing 
the EU perspective, various and numerous crises hitting the EU from both inside and outside, as 
well as the rise of Euro-scepticism, the EU‘s policy towards the region‘s enlargement is left 




Despite the fact that the heads of states of the EU member states have made a political 
commitment that the future of the WB is within the EU, only Croatia entered the EU in 2013, 
whereas Albania, BiH, Kosovo, North Macedonia, Montenegro and Serbia are still far away 
from full EU membership (Dţankić et al., 2018, p. 1). In its Enlargement Strategy from 2018, the 
European Commission has stated that the WB countries still lack a functioning market economy, 
an effective democracy and the rule of law, whereas corruption among the formal and informal 
elites is present at all levels of government and administration; all this suggests a general lack of 
progress among the potential and current candidates (Dţankić et al., 2018, p. 3). This is not 
surprising as it is precisely such corrupt officials who tend to see a higher price in complying 
with EU demands as they perceive public office as a source of personal profit (Noutcheva, 2012, 
p. 159). Such conditions, along with high levels of unemployment and distrust in good 
governance have been turning the WB region to other external actors who are using the situation 
to exert their influence while some also have an interest in disrupting it even further (Nechev & 
Trauner, 2017, p. 52).  
In addition to Brexit, full EU membership prospect seems to be losing its attractiveness as well, 
with Iceland officially withdrawing its EU membership bid (EURACTIV, 2015) and Turkey de 
facto doing the same (European Commission, 2019a, p. 2). During Jean-Claude Juncker‘s term, 
the European Neighbourhood Policy and Enlargement Negotiations were put under responsibility 
of one directorate general, while Juncker himself stated that no further enlargements will take 
place in his term and that the WB will need to keep a European perspective (Juncker, 2014), thus 
changing the cost/benefit perspective for the WB states. Therefore, since all of the WB countries 
qualify as small states (Rasidagić, 2013, p. 349), their foreign policy analysis is needed in order 
to contextualise the region as an interest sphere. I present an application of a conceptual 
understanding of cost-benefit rational analysis of EU enlargement policy towards WB in Table 
3.2 below.  
Table 3.2: Cost-benefit analysis of the European Union enlargement policy towards Western 
Balkans 
ACTOR COSTS BENEFITS 







- merely a strategic, technocratic 
accession – no real adoption of 
European values 
- bringing more challenges to the 
organization while the existent 
ones remain 
- fake compliance to set conditions 
 
GLOBAL ROLE 
- potential problems in reaching 
consensus over crucial topics (ex. 
Crimea annexation sanctions) 
 
IDENTITY 
- semi-authoritarian regimes 




- safe and stable backyard  - stabilisation of 
the region 
- making a military conflict unthinkable 
- settling disputes between states 
 
ECONOMIC 
- expansion of the EU economic market 




- putting the WB region in the Western orbit 
- increased legitimacy of the EU in the region 
and as a global actor 
- growth in size = gaining political weight in 
international arena 
 
Sources: Beširević (2013); Elbasani (2013); Kinsella et al. (2013); Stahl (2013); Tache (2015); 
Noutcheva (2016); Dţankić et al. (2018); Ješe Perković (2018); Vachudova (2018); Zhelyazkova 
et al. (2018). 
 
3.3 Foreign policies of Western Balkans countries as small states 
For the WB states as a sub-region of the EU‘s initiative towards greater co-operation with 
Southeast Europe, the process of adopting European identity has been particularly difficult, 
especially since the Balkans had throughout the years had mostly negative connotations 
connected with backwardness and resistance to modern rationality, as well as with primitivism 
and violence (Bechev, 2011, p. 67; Beširević, 2013, p. 15). The idea of Europeanizing the WB 
came in right after the end of the wars in Croatia and BiH, but was vigorously resisted by the 
then key leaders – Franjo Tuđman in Croatia and even more aggressively by Slobodan Milošević 
in Serbia, leading to further USA involvement (Jović, 2018, p. 8).
50
 These nationalist movements 
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 Therefore, a much needed factor for a programmatic change regarding the EU prospect to occur among the WB 
states was the removal of charismatic leaders such as Franjo Tuđman in Croatia and Slobodan Milošević in Serbia 
(Konitzer, 2011, p. 1884; Keil & Stahl, 2014, p. 5). However,  nationalist-oriented politicians continued to receive 
major support from the voters in Serbia, whereas BiH‘s citizens mostly supported political parties according to their 




and their leaders were at the time not particularly stimulated by the EU‘s promises of full EU 
accession in foreseeable future (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 58).
51
 Moreover, severe financial and 
economic crises made it impossible for one political decision to change the course of the country 
towards purely Western structures (ibid.).  
All of the former Yugoslav states have since become autonomous actors with their own active 
foreign policies, meaning they are not only limited to passively following the demands of the EU 
conditionality, but are also active participants in both regional and global affairs (Keil & Stahl, 
2014, p. 3). Moreover, what is particularly important for these specific countries is that they do 
not only react to external stimuli, but their foreign policies (towards the EU for example) are 
strongly connected with the domestic political elites who shape them (Rasidagić, 2013, p. 350). 
For the countries themselves, the reasons to join the EU are both political and economic, as even 
a prospect of EU membership increases investors interest in the (potential) MSs (Ješe Perković, 
2018, p. 44). In such a scenario, it was argued just a few years ago (i.e. before the unprecedented 
economic outward migrations from the WB) that bus lines from WB were no longer needed for 
going to Europe as Europe was coming, by means of accession, to the WB, providing a more 
stable life, quality education and modernization (Petrović, 2014, p. 3). In this case, it is not the 
physical movement of goods, people or services, but rather the adoption of an ideology, by 
which citizens of the WB should become part of the EU themselves (ibid.)  
However, the prospect of joining the EU has also helped the governments‘ credibility for reforms 
(in both domestic and foreign affairs) at home, as it is easier to justify and implement them if 
they are one of the conditions for closer partnership as well as full accession (Ješe Perković, 
2018, p. 43). Therefore, in the eyes of the people reforms are being made without any public 
opinion taken into account, since the political elites blame the demands coming from outside (the 
EU) for such actions (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 14). By taking a rationalistic approach 
towards the EU accession however, the egoistic nature of prospective members means that a 
                                                                                                                                                                                           
Serbian‘s prime minister from 2004–2008, while ICTY‘s defendant Vojislav Šešelj and his party got 30 % of the 
votes in 2008 (ibid.). 
51
 Later on, the citizens of Serbia had gone through several traumas over the years, from failing to exert 
recentralization of Socialist Yugoslavia and creating a greater Serbia to losing territory by Montenegro‘s declaration 




country will also be looking at the benefits and costs the EU prospect could bring to domestic 
policies
52
 (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 81).
53
  
Moreover, this has not gone without risking political crisis or strong public opposition in some of 
those states. Examples of this include both Serbian citizens as well as politicians and diplomats 
protesting against decisions overs Kosovo (Noutcheva, 2016, p. 3). In addition to that, BiH 
politicians have not always been ready to accept the external demands of the EU directed on their 
domestic policies and internal structure (Noutcheva, 2016, p. 3). Actors‘ perceptions of the EU‘s 
motives in the region are an important component on how the state reacts to the external 
demands, either by compliance, fake compliance or non-compliance (which could sometimes 
lead to compliance in the future) (Noutcheva, 2016, p. 6). A serious democratic decline that has 
been increasing throughout the years among the EU accession frontrunners (namely Montenegro 
and Serbia) have been reflected in the key international records such as Freedom House and the 
Economist Democracy Index, in spite of the local governments‘ efforts to conceal it (Bieber, 
2019, p. 6). These semi-authoritarian/autocratic regimes have been using the pro-European 
discourse on the one hand, while systematically undermining democratic institutions, freedom of 
media and free speech on the other (Bieber, 2019, p. 6). 
 
Meanwhile, the EU has been in some way contributing to the semi-authoritarian practices
54
 by 
turning a blind eye on them as long as the Serbian leadership continues to cooperate with Kosovo 
and Albanian leaders, disenchanting Serbia‘s intellectual elites and allowing the rise of the anti-
EU forces (Radeljić, 2018, p. 174). The fact that the EU has been ignoring the semi-authoritarian 
practices of Serbia‘s government has even been criticised by the opposition parties in Serbia 
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 These include the rise of investments, general development, strengthening of entrepreneurship and transferring 
from the EU budget.  
53
 Whereas accession to the EU is seen as a supreme goal of the project set by political elites, the population across 
the WB has shifted its view of the EU perspective from general enthusiasm to scepticism and nowadays to 
indifferentism (Jović, 2018, p. 12). For example in Serbia, the strength of the pro-EU elites was crucial for achieving 
positive results that were in compliance with the EU. However, despite providing a necessary tool for the 
implementation of reforms, reward of membership had never been sufficient for full co-operation with the ICTY and 
a drastic change in domestic policy choices (Stojanović in Elbasani, 2013, p. 69). Democratic Party (Demokratska 
stranka – DS), the leading party in Serbia did not object Serbia‘s EU prospect, but it strongly opposed any co-
operation with the ICTY and the arrest of war criminals, thus having a negative impact on the EU‘s key additional 
condition for full EU accession (Stojić, 2017, p. 739).  
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 Radeljić (2018) writes about the incumbent governments knowing how to play the democracy game whilst still 
retaining control, as prominent journalists were fired for reporting about government failures before the 2016 




(Stojić, 2017, p. 733). Even though most of the opposition parties do agree with the pro-EU style 
of government by the Serbian Progressive Party (Srpska progresivna stranka), the disagreements 
are generally about what does the EU accession fundamentally entail (Stojić, 2017, p. 733). DS 
even turned its logic regarding the EU accession, taking its stand that territorial integrity 
(commenting on the Kosovo-Serbia relations) of every state is one of the Europe‘s basic values 
which is more important than Serbia‘s accession to the EU (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 110). The 
DS‘ stance in their second term in the office was that Serbia must delay further integration with 
EU until the organisation recognised Serbia‘s international borders, thus possibly sacrificing its 
governing position in the country for its principles (Stojić, 2017, p. 740). 
On a more positive note, Montenegro‘s accession to NATO in 2017 symbolised the existence of 
trans-Atlantic prospect for the WB region (National Committee on American Foreign Policy, 
2018, p. 15). Despite being the smallest country in the WB, encouraging reports have come from 
the EU as well, positively assessing the progress made in Montenegro while also stating that a 
joint, direct and tangible support from the EU is needed in the future (National Committee on 
American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 15). Russia‘s influence in Montenegro has come to surface 
with its attempt to overthrow the pro-NATO government in 2017 thus damaging its plan to join 
the organisation (National Committee on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 16). 
Table 3.3 Cost-benefit analysis of the European Union membership for the Western Balkans 
states 
ACTOR COSTS BENEFITS 












- disillusionment with the European 
project 
- predictions of slow and painful 





- easier to achieve foreign policy goals as small 
states within the EU CFSP (bandwagoning) 
- regional security assurance 
- settling disputes with other external actors 
 
DOMESTIC SOCIETY 
- Europeanization decreasing corruption levels 
- increasing human rights 
- quality education 
- social modernization 
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- business opportunities 
- entry into European Single Market 
- rise of investments 
- strengthening entrepreneurship 





Sources: Pridham (2004); Bechev (2011); Noutcheva (2012); Onsoy (2012); Beširević (2013); 
Stahl (2013); Bieber (2015); Nechev & Trauner (2017); Dţankić et al. (2018); Ješe Perković 
(2018); Jović (2018). 
In accordance to the costs and benefits of the EU enlargement to the WB for the WB countries, it 
has to be said that since the idea of Europeanization of the WB and general normative power of 
the EU have been losing its credibility and attractiveness, the benefits for the WB countries are 
nowadays mostly based on the economic terms. In such rationalistic behaviour by the WB states, 
opening of the market, rise of entrepreneurship and investments as well as transferring from the 
EU budget are the vocal elements contributing to the domestic politics. On the other hand, the 
technocratic nature of the current enlargement process seems to be losing its value and 
attractiveness for both prospective members and EU MSs, thus negatively affecting the EU‘s 
foreign policy credibility in the region and as an international actor. By adding the increasing 
presence from other external actors (particularly non-Western) which will be presented in the 
fourth chapter of this thesis, the costs of the EU not carrying forward the enlargement process in 
the WB strongly increase, particularly in political terms, while economic benefits from the 
enlargement are quite negligible. The summary of conceptual understanding of costs and benefits 






4 FOREIGN POLICY OF OTHER EXTERNAL ACTORS TOWARDS 
WESTERN BALKANS AND OTHER EXTERNAL ACTORS’ RELATIONS 
WITH THE EUROPEAN UNION 
 
The goal of this chapter is firstly to historically contextualise the other external actors‘ relations 
to the WB and secondly to analyse the former‘s relations with the EU. This is needed in order to 
understand the context of other external actors as potential alternatives to the EU for the WB 
states.  
 
4.1 The United States of America 
USA‘s policy towards the WB from the end of the Cold War has been characterized by 
consistent and continuous support for the advancement of Euro-Atlantic integration (Nechev & 
Trauner, 2017, p. 37). Since the involvement of the EU and other external actors during the 
1990s Balkan Wars increased, so have the USA‘s activities in the region with the creation of the 
Dayton Agreement in 1995 and the NATO bombing campaign in Serbia in 1999, showing the 
USA‘s unified transatlantic approach (ibid.). Therefore it can be said that the USA‘s actions in 
the region during the 1990s have been strongly dependent on NATO.  
NATO‘s activities led by the USA in the WB region increased when other actors were not able 
to stop the bloodshed and genocide in the 1990s Balkan Wars (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 31). 
Apart from some peace-keeping and peace-building missions and demilitarisation programmes, 
NATO has been conducting an open door policy towards the region that had resulted in Albania 
and Croatia joining in 2009, Montenegro joining in 2017 and North Macedonia joining in 2019 
thus contributing to overall stability in the region (ibid.). Such turn of events has therefore 
increased the Euro-Atlantic presence in the region.  
In the meantime, USA‘s interventions in the region from 1995–1999 (supported by the EU MSs) 
had served (and still do serve) as the basis for anti-Western political mobilisation in the region 




the EU as key allies, whereas those whose memories of those interventions are rather worse, had 
turned their heads to potential alternatives whilst addressing their goals and interests towards 
Russia and other external actors (Jović, 2018, p. 8). 
The USA‘s security presence after the Kosovo war in 1999 has significantly decreased 
throughout the years, but the country‘s power and credibility remained especially in mediation, 
at least until Trump‘s administration came into office (Bieber, 2019, p. 7). USA‘s leverage and 
foreign policy consistency have weakened since, with the USA continuingly failing to pressure 
political parties in Kosovo, BiH, Serbia as well as Albania, while coordination with the EU has 
been either ineffective or non-existent (Bieber, 2019, p. 8). The National Committee on 
American Foreign Policy states that the USA‘s inaction directly resulted in stalling the progress 
in the WB (National Committee on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 2). The same Committee 
emphasised the need of joint action between the USA and the EU for the region, while offering 
credible incentives for progress and sanctions for inaction, in other words supporting the merit-
based system (National Committee on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 3). Moreover, the 
current Trump Administration‘s increasing focus on Great power competition means that the WB 
could again become a playground for these global superpowers (Doehler, 2019, p. 15).  
However, the USA‘ credibility has been weakened with the accusations of the Trump‘s 
administration of being corrupt, thus sounding hypocritical when raising concerns over 
corruption in the WB (Maza, 2020). In addition, polarisation in the USA‘s politics and its impact 
on the country‘s foreign policy has not been particularly focused on in the USA (Walt, 2019). 
Reaching agreements and cooperating with other external actors is one example of an impact 
political polarisation could have, while also weakening the USA‘s credibility in the international 
arena (Walt, 2019).  
USA‘s appointment of special envoys for the WB and their activity in the region is a sign of 
good will, but it remains to be seen whether the West is starting to take the WB more seriously 
(Burazer, 2019). The prospect of the WB accession to the EU is also in the USA‘s interest, since 
with the increasing engagement of other non-traditional states (such as China) the EU 
membership would not only bring stability and economic prosperity but would also counter the 




In order to put the WB back on Euro-Atlantic integration track, a joint EU-USA effort must be 
restored, with the two actors communicating common, coherent policies towards the region and 
pulling in the same direction while also resolving the aforementioned open problems (Bieber, 
2019, p. 10). It must be said that the EU membership for the WB states would definitely not 
solve all problems in the WB but should nevertheless remain the imperative for both the EU and 
the USA as it is the most tangible path towards greater security and stability in the region 
(Doehler, 2019, p. 16).  
Some USA‘s policy advisers such as Bob Hand, senior advisor in the USA Helsinki Commission 
in Washington, have been calling for a coordinated action between the EU and the USA, 
particularly in using the ―sticks‖ on corrupt individuals in the region, as well as those individuals 
undermining the rule of law, democracy while also combating human rights violations (Maza, 
2020). Sanctions as instruments of foreign policy in the region include public (and private) 
political pressure, reducing or eliminating financial support and targeted sanctions against such 
individuals (National Committee on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 9).  
 
4.2 The Russian Federation 
In the 1990s, Russia‘s reappearance in the international arena as a new, independent actor was 
based on its interest to remain among the major European powers, so its policy towards the WB 
was built on its relations with the West (Samokhvalov, 2019, p. 191). During the BiH conflict, 
Russia supported the Dayton Agreement by providing military assistance to overthrow radical 
Bosnian Serb leader Radovan Karadţić, in spite of criticism coming from the Bosnian Serb side 
(Samokhvalov, 2019, p. 191). Moreover, despite having traditionally good relations with 
Belgrade, Russia in 1999 did not provide military support to then Yugoslavia during the Kosovo 
conflict with the same goal of maintaining its role as an important actor (Samokhvalov, 2019, p. 
192).  
More recently, the WB is not even mentioned in Russia‘s foreign policy doctrine of 2016,
55
 and 
the country remains on the sidelines in the region as long the latter remains outside the central 
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attention of the Western powers (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Russian Federation, 2016; 
Samokhvalov, 2019, p. 193). Disrupting Western actions, as is nowadays the case with blocking 
the independence process of Kosovo and supporting radical nationalist actions in BiH and Serbia 
affect Russia in such a way that they sense the decisions in the region are being made without 
taking them into consideration (Samokhvalov, 2019, p. 194). Russia‘s annexation of Crimea 
encouraged secessionist developments in the Bosnian Serb Republic
56
 (Republika srpska), but 
the latter‘s President Milorad Dodik was prevented from doing so by none other than Serbia‘s 
president Aleksandar Vučić, thus proving his seating arrangement on two chairs – the East and 
the West one (Hajdari, 2018). Russia‘s foreign policy towards the WB is still mostly connected 
to Belgrade, with the economic ties prevailing because of the fact Russia is one of Serbia‘s most 
important investors and that Russian state-owned companies are taking over different branches 
of Serbia‘s economy (Önsoy, 2012, p. 124).  
Russia primarily uses its diplomatic and economic instruments to exert influence in the region 
and to achieve its economic and political goals, whereas military and cultural instruments are 
also being used but on a smaller scale (Stojanova, 2016, p. 84). In the early stages of the post-
Cold War era, Russia acknowledged the EU‘s economic dominance in the region, but has now 
seen that policy shifting towards capitalizing on the EU‘s mistakes and missed opportunities, 
thus offering an economic alternative (Samokhvalov, 2019, p. 201). Therefore, Russia‘s goal of 
undermining the EU (and the Western) credibility in the WB has lately been upgraded from a 
political dimension to both political and an economical one, stressing out high economic and 
social costs of European integration (ibid.).  
On the other hand, supposedly strong historical ties because of the Slavic roots and Orthodox 
religion (Önsoy, 2012, p. 133) nowadays appear to be decreasing in importance, as does the 
region‘s dependency on Russian gas supplies (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 48). Russia, however, 
as one of the five permanent UN Security Council members does have a veto that could 
potentially be used if the West attempts to make Kosovo a member, which is one of the crucial 
ties between Serbia and Russia nowadays that none of the Serbian politicians would enjoy losing 
(Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 49).  
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The WB reappearance on the international radar has led Russia to consider the region as an 
opportunity in which its foreign policy of Greater Power status will be achieved (Hajdari, 2018). 
Russia does not officially oppose the EU enlargement of the WB region, but it does find the 
delay of the process useful and therefore acts as a spoiler in the region mostly by public 
diplomacy, propaganda and political manoeuvring while also supporting political leaders that 
have open issues with the West (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 45).  
Russia‘s actions in the region take many forms, from media distortion to much more proactive 
policies such as in Montenegro, thus calling for joint action from the EU and the USA if they are 
to agree upon a common strategy for the WB (National Committee on American Foreign Policy, 
2018, p. 16). The plan for a coup in Montenegro had also involved Serbian radical nationalists 
who were supposed to overthrow the government and cause unrest among the population in order 
for the pro-Russian opposition to take over power in the country and turning Montenegro‘s 
foreign policy upside down (Hajdari, 2018). In the economic terms, Russia‘s FDI to the region 
accounted for only 6.6 % (Turkey‘s FDI for example is even less than 3 %) (Nechev & Trauner, 
2017, p. 19).  
Russia‘s increasing actions in the WB are part of its policy of trying to keep the EU and NATO 
from the WB as far away as possible by weakening the cohesion of the region and preventing the 
WB countries from implementing the EU‘s standards and normative power (Hajdari, 2018). 
Therefore it can be said that Russia‘s interest is to undermine the EU‘s influence in the WB 
region and to prevent it into falling to the Western hands (Doehler, 2019, p. 15). Diplomacy and 
propaganda, however, currently are the only major instruments that are exerting Russia‘s 
influence in the region since Russia simply does not have the means to offer an economic 
alternative to the one of the EU (and more generally the West) (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 46). 
On the other hand, Russia does not see the EU as an efficient institution and is therefore rather 
sceptical regarding the EU‘s success in the region, with the latest crises only contributing to this 






4.2.1 The Russian Federation and the European Union 
Russia‘s annexation of Crimea marked an end to the strategic partnership of the EU and Russia 
with the country becoming more of an opponent and an adversary rather than a partner (Tache, 
2015, p. 22). The EU, still dominating Europe, has seen its influence rivalled by Russia (and 
other external actors for that matter), especially in the WB where its popularity is bigger than 
almost anywhere else in the world (Jović, 2018, p. 20). This also shows the EU‘s policy shift 
towards Russia, with the perception shifting from a strategic partner to being a key strategic 
challenge (Simionov & Pascariu, 2019, p. 137).  
On the other hand, the EU remains Russia‘s most important trade partner, much depending on 
Russia‘s natural gas (even though this reliance varies among the EU MSs (Birchfield & Young, 
2018, p. 5). Moreover, the USA sees Russian involvement in the region as disruptive and is thus 
determined to continue its efforts in securing that Europe‘s security borders include the WB 
(National Committee on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 5). Thus, the National Committee on 
America‘s Foreign Policy has been calling for a common strategy between the USA and the EU 
to manage and combat Russia‘s disruptive actions (National Committee on American Foreign 
Policy, 2018, p. 16). Russia‘s new assertiveness has been contributing to weaken the strength of 
the West and therefore a continued effort towards reforms and integrations in the WB by the 
USA and the EU is needed to restore credibility (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 41). Improvement 
of living standards for the region‘s population (reducing unemployment, return the trust in good 
governance and rule of law) could potentially prove crucial in the EU‘s preserving the prospect 
of accession as an attractive one, while it would also help in combating disruptive external 
influence (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 50).  
If the EU does not want its WB enlargement process to keep being disrupted by Russia, the 
organization should increase its efforts and possibly show more incentives towards the WB 
countries and the possible solution could be based on the aforementioned merit system. So far 
the EU has failed to respond to Russia‘s increasing influence in the region and the WB countries 
have been using Russia as a playing card in their negotiations with the EU (Nechev & Trauner, 






Turkey is not a new player in the WB region. Its influence goes way back to the rule of the 
Ottoman Empire in the 16
th
 century, while during the Cold War period, Turkey had decided to 
take the Western route which was also emphasised by its accession to NATO in 1952 (Kočan, 
2018, p. 32). With the fall of the Berlin Wall as well as the dissolution of Yugoslavia and the 
Soviet Union, Turkey‘s importance for the West diminished, which for the country meant it had 
to take a more active and in-depth approach in order to maintain its influence in the region 
(Kočan, 2018, p. 33).  
Turkey‘s activities in the WB have been on the rise since the violent dissolution of Yugoslavia, 
with economic and diplomatic actions leading the way, particularly towards the Muslim 
communities in the region (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 51). Turkey‘s foreign policy had been 
greatly transformed with the end of the Cold War and the dissolution of Yugoslavia with the 
state mostly aiming for political impact and taking an active role in BiH (Vračić, 2016, p. 5). 
Implementing a strong active policy in the region was impossible at the time mostly because of a 
lack of economic means, so Turkey‘s activities in the WB were mostly focused on balancing 
Greece‘s influence (Önsoy, 2012, p. 129). Moreover, with Turkey‘s strong economic growth as 
well as the rise of the Justice and Development Party led by Prime Minister Ahmet Davutoglu, 
the WB became the centre of its ―win-win‖ and ―zero problems with neighbours‖ policies in the 
2000s (Vračić, 2016, p. 5).  
Diplomatic activities, trade and investment initiatives and general engagement have been on the 
rise in the whole region with Turkey trying to compensate the EU‘s lack of progress regarding 
full accession (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 51). This shift to an active foreign policy in the 
region can also be explained with the fact the WB became a much safer, more stable and 
developed area in which entrepreneurs were motivated to invest in (Önsoy, 2012, p. 129).  
However, Turkey‘s Islamic authoritarian type of governance presents a challenge to the EU as 
the organisation would not like to see it spread over the WB, especially if the EU‘s efforts of 
transforming the region (rather than the accession being merely a technocratic process) increase 




in 2016 spurred non-democratic incentives in the country and all that has been closely observed 
by both citizens and the political elites (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 27).  
Turkey still officially does support the WB‘s Euro-Atlantic integration, but its attempts to act as 
a mediator have not had too much success,
57
 whereas Erdogan‘s authoritarian governing style 
serves as a role model for strong personality cults in the WB countries (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, 
p. 52). Therefore, with the EU‘s decrease of appeal, Turkey‘s increase of influence in the WB 
comes at the expense of the EU (Önsoy, 2012, p. 130).  
Apart from increasing economic influence in the region, Turkey‘s political involvement has been 
on the rise as well, firstly as part of the broader foreign policy goals for Euro-Atlantic 
integration, while nowadays Turkey serves as an actor to widen foreign policy options for the 
WB countries (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 54). Cultural instruments have also been used to 
emphasize similarities between the population of the WB and Turkey, especially since the WB 
are considered as a bridge between Turkey and the EU by the state (Kočan, 2018, p. 10). 
Turkey‘s Ministry of Foreign Affairs
58
 even emphasizes four main elements in the country‘s 
policy towards the Balkans: 1) security for all, 2) economic integration, 3) multi-cultural social 
structures and 4) high-level political dialogue (Republic of Turkey Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
2019).  
However, the WB are not a key part of Turkey‘s foreign policy and despite the fact the country‘s 
influence has been on the rise because of the delay of the EU accession process, Turkey still 
treats the WB as a bridge towards the EU rather than wanting to undermine its influence (as 
Russia does) (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 55). This could potentially change in the future, 
especially if the EU continues to weaken internally and its credibility in the region drops, as 
Turkey would want to exploit the vacuum along with other non-Western actors (Nechev & 
Trauner, 2017, p. 55).  
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4.3.1 Turkey and the European Union 
Compared to all of the other external actors analysed in this master‘s thesis, Turkey‘s relations 
with the EU go particularly in depth because of the country‘s de jure status of a candidate 
country, with Turkey officially applying to join the then European Community in 1987 
(European Commission, 2019d).
59
 De facto, however, Turkey has withdrawn from the accession 
process  (European Commission, 2019a, p. 2).  
The process itself has been characterized by a frequently unclear and misleading policy of the 
organisation on the one side, and the country‘s unpreparedness to fulfill the Copenhagen criteria 
to full extent (Tache, 2015, p. 124). With a (currently not so) possible accession to the EU, 
economic and political goals would be achieved since the organisation would grow both in size 
(gaining political weight in the international arena) as well as economic efficiency (Tache, 2015, 
p. 124). On the other hand, the country‘s large size and geopolitical position would mean a shift 
of powers in the EU institutions, a major transfer of funds to Turkey, while the EU‘s borders to 
the East would be surrounded by politically unstable states (Syria, Iraq etc.) (Tache, 2015, p. 
124). In addition, further expansion of the EU leads to embracing more diversity which is 
particularly case for Turkey (Solioz, 2011, p. 137). However, despite the fact one‘s religious 
belonging usually does not negatively affect public opinion, the already existing fear of losing 
European identity could also be on the rise with Turkey‘s accession (Taydas & Kentmen-Cin, 
2017, p. 605).  
The country was criticised by the European Commission for its continuation in moving away 
from the EU and further weakening in some key areas such as the rule of law, effectively leading 
the EU and Turkey to a stalemate in the accession process talks (European Commission, 2019a, 
p. 2). However, the EU has remained its stance on Turkey being the key partner for the 
organisation in a couple of areas of joint interest (European Commission, 2019a, p. 11) 
symbolising that the EU is willing to continue talks at least in the future. These areas of joint 
interest include trade, battling terrorism, migration and transport (European Commission, 2019a, 
p. 12). Josip Borrell, the EU‘s HR has recently stated that ―a candid dialogue (also at the highest 
level)‖ is necessary between the organisation and Turkey (Barigazzi, 2019). It also needs to be 
                                                          
59




said that Turkey is not only one of the beneficiaries of the Instrument for Pre-Accession 
Assistance
60
 II (IPA) from the EU, but also the biggest recipient of the IPA II funds (Svasek, 
2017, p. 3).  
IPA II that is now in place for the 2014–2020 period has set the goal of supporting the recipients 
in adopting and implementing various reforms required (political, economic, administrative, 
legal) that are in line with the EU‘s values and standards with a long term perspective of full EU 
accession (Svasek, 2017, p. 2).
61
 However, the diffusion of funds among different sectors makes 
it insufficient for the WB countries‘ need, which is one of the reasons why the region has been 
turning to China as a potential alternative (Doehler, 2019, p. 6). 
 
4.4 People’s Republic of China 
China is a new player in the region whereby its influence is based on the recently developed 
global role of a Great power.  
China‘s foreign policy regarding the WB is based on the ―17+1‖
62
 instrument with the main 
interest of increasing economic ties with the region by investing in infrastructure projects via 
loans (Doehler, 2019, p. 5). Inside this framework, China has promised to help in transforming 
the WB, despite the project mostly being directed towards engaging political elites rather than 
local population (Gjorgjievska, 2019). Moreover, China‘s foreign policy has been welcomed by 
the local governments in the WB since such economic investments are much-needed in the 
countries in case in order to spur both national and regional development (Tonchev, 2017, p. 2).  
Symbolically, China has also recognised the WB countries to be as European as other EU MSs 
by giving them all a seat in the initiative (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 60). China‘s Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs has set the specific goals of the aforementioned and explained BRI; 1) improving 
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intergovernmental communication, 2) strengthening the coordination of infrastructure plans, 3) 
encouraging the development of soft infrastructure and 4) encouraging people to people 
connections (China Power, 2017). Moreover, China‘s economic interests are based on the fact 
the WB countries are seeking investors and because of becoming beneficiaries, they are therefore 
supporting China‘s foreign policy (Lagazzi & Vit, 2017, p. 2). What is also of China‘s interest is 
that by creating the aforementioned BRI transport corridor, the need for investments in 
infrastructure will allow the Chinese companies to take the contracts in such projects (Tonchev, 
2017, p. 3). The co-operation between the WB and China is almost exclusively done on Chinese 
terms, showing the desperate stance of the WB countries that are seeking lucrative interests 
rather than adoption and implementation of some higher values (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 59).  
China‘s co-operation with the WB countries has not been dependent on their internal affairs and 
political parties, continuing co-operation no matter who is in power (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 
60). However, it seems as if the corruption standards and the lack of good governance in the 
region could also be too difficult for China as was the case in BiH. The political and governance 
struggles in the country had resulted in little interest to start negotiations in infrastructure 
projects from China‘s investors‘ side (Lagazzi & Vit, 2017, p. 6).  
China‘s economic expansion among the BRI (previously One Belt One Road initiative) project 
may not have the primary goal of exporting ideology. On the other hand, China‘s official BRI 
policy goal is to produce both economic and political gains by expanding its export markets, 
promotion of Renminbi (China‘s currency) in the international arena and the reduction of trade 
tariffs (China Power, 2017; National Development and Reform Commission, 2020). China 
continues to present itself as a keen investor by investing in projects that the EU itself rejected, 
thus gaining support from the countries that are in need of investors and investments (such is the 
case in the WB) (Lagazzi & Vit, 2017, p. 1). China‘s role in the region of the WB has mostly 
been in accordance with its foreign policy of building political support in other small, developing 
countries (Tonchev, 2017, p. 2).  
That being said, with every project awarded to China, its influence in the region increases while 
the EU‘s standards mostly lose credibility (Makocki & Nechev, 2017, p. 2). China‘s obvious and 




China‘s investments under the BRI are possibly intentional, which would in that case mean the 
existence of geostrategic interests as well (Doehler, 2019, p. 14). Moreover, because of the WB 
populists‘ portrayal of China as a potential alternative if the EU prospect continues to diminish, 
China is often seen as an anti-Western power (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 61).  
What is particularly alarming for the EU is the fact China has weaker investment criteria making 
the process easier and faster (National Committee on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 17). 
More specifically, China‘s concessional loans are not in line with the EU‘s standards for 
infrastructure construction (particularly transparent and open bidding for contracts) thus 
undermining the EU‘s credibility in the WB region (Gisela, 2018, p. 7). Moreover, the EU‘s 
funding process has a perception of being sophisticated, bureaucratic and obsolete in the eyes of 
the recipients of the funds, especially compared to China‘s terms that are not necessarily in line 
with the EU standards (Lagazzi & Vit, 2017, p. 2). Also, China‘s state-driven economy brings up 
good memories to those that lived during the former Yugoslavia years, while in addition many 
believe its destruction was harmful to them (Doehler, 2019, p. 3).  
 
4.4.1 People’s Republic of China and the European Union 
With China‘s transformation to a market economy and consequential economic growth, the 
country became one of the EU‘s most important economic partners, leading also to better 
diplomatic relations (Tache, 2015, p. 129). The partnership between the EU and China is mostly 
based on economic terms rather than high politics but with China‘s global rise of influence and 
the EU‘s multiple crises, fragmentation of the EU‘s policy towards China is becoming more and 
more obvious (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 58).  
In 2019 the EU‘s leaders have met with China‘s President Xi calling the BRI a very important 
project in which the EU as well wants to play a role as much so to the point that the European 
companies should find openness on the Chinese market and vice versa (Stam, 2019). However, 
China‘s emerging actions in the WB region could possibly mean that the superpower is trying to 




Vit, 2017, p. 5). In that case, the WB would, in its rather desperate search for investors no matter 
what their standards and values are, become an international playground for actors to compete in.  
More specifically, China has established a $10 billion fund in the WB, with strategic partnerships 
(Croatia and Serbia) and infrastructure projects (BiH, Croatia, Montenegro and North 
Macedonia), threatening to overtake or at least reach the EU‘s investments (National Committee 
on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 17). Even though these investments are still small 
compared to what the EU had invested throughout the years, a China‘s potential as an financial 
alternative for the region is currently on the rise (Doehler, 2019, p. 15). 
Germany‘s foreign minister Sigmar Gabriel summarized the EU‘s policy shift regarding China 
by saying that the EU must develop a single strategy towards China in order to prevent it from 
dividing Europe (Doehler, 2019, p. 2). China‘s recent activity in the region has turned the EU 
from acknowledging China as a potential partner to recognizing its raising importance 
(particularly in the WB) as a rival and competitor (Doehler, 2019, p. 2; Urošević, 2019). 
However, the goals of the EU and China in the WB do overlap since increased connectivity is in 
the interest of both parties (Urošević, 2019).  
Therefore, China‘s raising importance and influence in the WB region which has also been 
recognised by the EU. The European Commission acknowledged this by stating that even though 
it could bring opportunities for the WB countries, China‘s investments are often the ones 
neglecting financial sustainability and socio-economic standards and as such damage the 
European values (European Commission, 2019a, p. 8). China‘s rising presence in the WB has 
triggered a response by the EU which had in 2014 launched a Berlin Process in order to create 
new regional dynamics based on a three-pillar structure – diplomatic, economic and soft 
elements (European Parliament, 2016, p. 2). Otherwise, the EU is present at the 17+1 summits as 
an observer (Gisela, 2018, p. 8).  
 
4.5 The Visegrad Group, the Gulf States and the Western Balkans 
Relations between V4 and the WB are not entirely comparable with the other external actors‘ 




EU MSs and they support the EU membership perspectives of WB states. Therefore, the 
connection between the WB and the V4 in the thesis will be considered by looking at specific 
bilateral and multilateral relations the countries have established during the last 10 years. In 
comparison, Slovenia, one of the former Yugoslav states, had started its bridge-building foreign 
policy strategy already in 1999, which is often referred to as the ―back to the Balkans‖ (after the 
initial ―away from the Balkans‖ foreign policy right after gaining independence) (Bojinović 
Fenko & Šabič, 2014, p. 55). Furthermore, among its ―away from the Balkans‖ foreign policy, 
Slovenia had hoped to join the NATO alongside some V4 countries – the Czech Republic, 
Hungary and Poland in 1999 – by which it would overleap most of the former socialist countries 
(Bojinović Fenko & Šabič, 2014, p. 54).
63
  
The V4, consisting of the Czech Republic, Hungary, Poland and Slovakia had joined the EU in 
the Big bang Eastern enlargement in 2004. The V4 has since continued supporting enlargement 
to the WB as one of the EU‘s foreign policy goals that is also in line with their own specific 
foreign policies (Stráţay, 2012, p. 52). V4‘s support of WB enlargement was later on 
reconfirmed by their respective prime ministers in Budapest in 2017, where they had all stated 
that security, stability and economic growth of the region are in their absolute interest and that it 
could only be achieved by the full accession of the WB countries (Yurou, 2017).  
Madhi (2019) explains the connection between the V4 group of states and the WB countries on 
examples of good practices from the V4 and the lessons that should be learned regarding 
reconciliation in the WB. The first example he uses is the Polish-German reconciliation after the 
Second World War which, despite some crucial differences
64
 between this and the 1990s Balkan 
Wars, still has some lessons to be learned by the WB. Coming to terms with one country‘s past, 
high economic co-operation and strengthening of relations between civil societies as well as 
continuity of the process itself should be the main tasks of the WB taken from the Polish-German 
reconciliation process (Madhi, 2019, p. 11).  
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The Czechoslovakian dissolution also differs greatly from the Yugoslavian one, since it was 
characterised by its peaceful and well-organised preparation compared to the violent narrative in 
Yugoslavia (Madhi, 2019, p. 13). The importance of a constructive approach by the political 
elites and the well-built political institutions that shared a long-term goal of their countries‘ well-
being were key for a successful Czechoslovakian breakup and should be the main focus of 
interest for the WB states and their foreign policies (Madhi, 2019, p. 19).  
The lessons to be learned from the Slovak-Hungarian dispute for the WB countries also have an 
important EU element. The main findings of the case in point show that the emphasis should be 
on strengthening bilateral relations, political dialogue on all levels, supporting both economic 
and civil society initiatives and investments while regularly updating the priority list for co-
operation, rather than merely thinking of the EU prospect as the solution for bilateral 
arrangements (Madhi, 2019, p. 28). The EU‘s actions in the WB should therefore include better 
communication with civil societies as well rather than only focusing on state actors (Nechev & 
Trauner, 2017, p. 87).  
The relation between Hungary and Serbia because of a strong Hungarian minority in Vojvodina 
is one of the key opportunities in the V4 for cooperating with the WB (Madhi, 2019, p. 29). On 
the one hand, Serbia‘s European path throughout the recent years contributed to better relations 
with Hungary, while on the other hand Hungary‘s foreign policy officially supports the EU 
prospect of not only Serbia but the whole region as well (Madhi, 2019, p. 30). After the fall of 
Milošević, the relations between the two countries have been continuously improving (in spite of 
Hungary‘s recognition of Kosovo independence which caused quite a stir in Serbia), despite 
being reliant on Serbia‘s approach to the Hungarian minority (Madhi, 2019, p. 30). What is also 
important to note is that both countries do have right-wing leaders that cherish illiberal styles of 
governing, but that does not affect their mutual support, especially regarding Serbia‘s EU 
prospect (Madhi, 2019, p. 35). The latest progress has been evident in February 2020, where 
Hungary‘s president Orban, while visiting Germany, had strongly advocated for speeding up 





In 2014, the former Minister of Foreign Affairs of Bulgaria Solomon Passy suggested a 
formation of a group among the EU that would be similar to the V4 – a Balkans Five (B5) that 
would consist of Bulgaria, Croatia, Greece, Romania and Slovenia (Kyuchukov & Passy, 2014, 
p. 1). With the latest divisions between the EU MSs in mind, a joint stance of such a group could 
potentially prove helpful in the EU‘s policy towards the WB enlargement, while B5‘s activities 
would be based on both the EU principles and more specifically on the principle of ―co-operation 
for the region‖ rather than ―co-operation in the region‖ (Kyuchukov & Passy, 2014, p. 3). 
On the other hand, presence of the Gulf States in the region somehow differs from the presence 
of the V4. While the presence of the Gulf States in the WB will not be discussed in detail in this 
thesis, their increasing presence in the region (particularly in BiH) must be acknowledged. Saudi 
Arabia is the one country that had stepped up its presence in BiH throughout the years, with a 
€50 million investment in a Sarajevo City Centre shopping mall being one example of such real 
estate investments (Von der Brelie, 2018). Investments in cultural (religious) objects – mosques 
– has also been on the rise in BiH, openly supported by BiH‘s former president Alija Izetbegović 
who was often publicly criticised for such actions (Selvelli, 2017). 
Moreover, BiH has also contributed to the rising presence of the Gulf States, by increasing the 
number of direct airline connections, leading to a significant growth in number of visitors 
coming from United Arab Emirates, Kuwait and Qatar in particular (ibid.). The Saudi-funded 
Arab cultural centre offers free Arabic courses, while also encouraging employment with the 
wealthy investors and tourists, thus also contributing to further ―Arabization‖ of public space 
(ibid.). Such developments worry the EU since they mislead BiH from the European perspective, 
while also creating further divisions among the local population reacting differently to 
―Arabization‖. However, a clear EU perspective should provide multi-religious tolerance among 








5 ANALYSIS OF SELECTED WESTERN BALKAN STATES’ RELATIONS 
WITH THE EUROPEAN UNION AND OTHER EXTERNAL ACTORS 
 
The fifth chapter focuses on the analysis of current relations between the three selected WB 
countries with various Western and non-Western actors. The goal of this chapter is to analyse the 
effects of both the EU and other external actors on the EU enlargement towards the WB.  
 
5.1 Bosnia and Herzegovina 
BiH is officially an applicant state for EU membership whose progress in fulfilling the 
Copenhagen criteria varies, but had received a generally negative opinion on its preparedness by 
the European Commission in 2019 (European Commission, 2019a, p. 16).  
 
5.1.1 Relations between the European Union and Bosnia and Herzegovina 
BiH‘s earliest foreign policy activities after the referendum on independence had mostly rested 
on Muslim (Bosniak) authority (excluding Serb and Croat authorities),
65
 and were aimed 
particularly towards lobbying for recognition of the country (Huskić, 2014, p. 124). Nowadays, 
EU membership remains the undisputed strategic goal of the state (Huskić, 2014, p. 134). This 
has also been confirmed in the BiH‘s foreign policy strategy 2018–25,
66
 in which BiH‘s visibility 
in Brussels and among the EU MSs is also considered as one of the main instruments of 
achieving such foreign policy goal (Bosna i Hercegovina Predsjedništvo, 2018, p. 4). From the 
EU‘s side, a change in the internal balance of power between the two entities and the central 
government, as well as external authorities had always been demanded but rarely with great 
success (Noutcheva, 2012, p. 56). BiH has applied for EU membership on February 15
th
, 2016 
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which was followed by the European Commission‘s (mostly negative) Opinion
67
 on the 
country‘s preparedness for the EU membership on May 29
th
, 2019 (European Commission, 
2019d).  
Some of the BiH‘s crucial challenges that remain are a dysfunctional election law, non-effective 
governance, high unemployment, brain drain and institutionalisation of ethnic divisions with the 
Dayton Accord, making it impossible to agree on potential reforms (National Committee on 
American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 11; European Commission, 2019b, p. 13). Domestic reactions 
to the European Commission‘s opinion differed greatly. Different interpretations of the 
document varied according to the political membership, with the President of the Council of 
Ministers in BiH, Denis Zvizdić, saying that this is a historical milestone in BiH‘s politics 
whereas the opposition party‘s representatives (Social Democratic Party BiH) were of belief that 
this was the EU‘s polite way of saying that there is not enough space for BiH in the organization 
(N1, 2019). 
Therefore, there is a general agreement by scholars that in the words of former High 
Representative Lord Ashdown, ―the Dayton was a superb agreement to end a war, but a very bad 
agreement to make a state‖ (National Committee on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 11). The 
EU‘s attempts to implement a model of governance that would compel the political elites to 
work together did not fall on a fruitful ground as the political elites were not interested in 
political stability and improvement of their citizens well-being (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 135).  
Despite the problems, BiH has managed to define its foreign policy priorities among which are 
1) country‘s inclusion into European integration processes and 2) participation of BiH in 
multilateral activities (Presidency of BiH, 2003). However, international actors do remain 
engaged in policy development, whereas the involvement of numerous actors with diverging 
objectives and the presidency‘s day-to-day foreign policy state makes the implementation close 
to impossible (Huskić, 2014, p. 128). On the one hand, Republika Srpska‘s engaging, but 
independent nature of foreign policy particularly towards Russia and the USA is a sign of 
weakness of BiH, while the Federation of BiH‘s activities are heavily reliant on its kin-state 
                                                          
67
 European Commission (2019). Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament and the 
Council: Commission Opinion on Bosnia and Herzegovina's application for membership of the European Union. 
Published in Brussels on May 29
th




(Huskić, 2014, p. 130). Even though Croatia did make a clear commitment to BiH‘s territorial 
integrity, Serbia‘s strong support of Republika Srpska entity remains, whereas voices of 
secessionist tendencies are on the rise (Dţankić & Keil, 2018, p. 184). Milorad Dodik, the 
Serbian member of the country‘s presidency has recently made a number of media appearances 
in which he supported such secessionist ideas of the entity (Mujanović, 2020). In a speech in 
Republika Srpska‘s parliament, Dodik explicitly stated ―goodbye BiH, welcome RS-exit‖ 
(Maksimović, 2020).  
Therefore, the politics of compliance, either voluntary or imposed, to the EU conditions in BiH is 
strongly linked to the interests of domestic (intra-entity) political parties to maintain the status 
quo in the country which allows them to hold their power (Noutcheva, 2012, p. 163). 
Constitutional reforms in particular remain a highly contested issue in BiH, with Bosniak, Croat 
and Serb leaders setting completely different priorities (Dţankić & Keil, 2018, p. 194). 
The EU MSs, the High Representative and the European Commission, among a wide number of 
other external actors are mostly in agreement about the need to reform the dysfunctional 
government structures in BiH, but its implementation has not yet happened (Noutcheva, 2012, p. 
101). This is mostly due to the fact that even though virtually all domestic political actors had 
verbally accepted the European perspective, their response to political reforms remains 
incoherent and mixed while also lacking consensus (Noutcheva, 2012, p. 123). In addition, 
implementation of soft norms such as citizenship policies in the country is also subject to the 
specific constitutional setup BiH has, which altogether proves that Europeanization in its full 
meaning is far from being accepted (Dţankić & Keil, 2018, p. 197).  
In the region of the WB, political conditionality is an instrument that has multiple functions. A 
merit-based process that would reward short-term progress while also sanctioning lack of action 
or backsliding would be especially useful in the case of BiH, a potential candidate country in the 
WB that still seems to be far from full accession. As part of the accession process, BiH should be 
constantly working with the EU to improve the political climate in the country, while also 
directing the efforts towards economic integration (possibly access to the common market) and 
harmonisation of the BiH law with the EU regulations (National Committee on American 




accession process‖) has received particular resistance in BiH, with local political elites 
establishing their own legal frameworks (Dţankić & Keil, 2018, p. 190).  
Table 5.1 Changing costs and benefits of the European Union enlargement policy towards 
Bosnia and Herzegovina for the European Union 
 COSTS R/F BENEFITS R/F 
Economic - unemployment 
- no significant costs 
 
R - a merit-based process potentially 
useful 
- market expansion in the future, not 
significant 
= 
Security - RS-exit and secessionist 
tendencies of Republika Srpska 
 
R - stability 
- settling disputes 
F 
Identity - ethnic divisions 
- two entities heavily reliant on 
Serbia and Croatia 
- EU not capable of delivering its 
democratization and post-conflict 
reconciliation agenda 
R - spreading Europeanization F 
Domestic 
concerns 
- political elites not interested in 
political stability 
- two entities with own goals 
- maintaining status quo 
R - compliance – mostly fake 
- misinterpretation of the European 
Commission‘s opinion (2019) 
- constitutional reforms a necessity 
but remain a highly contested issue 
that lacks consensus 
F 
R= rise, F=fall  
Sources: Presidency of BiH (2003); Noutcheva (2012); Huskić (2014); Bosna i Hercegovina 
Predsjedništvo (2018); Dţankić & Keil (2018); Ješe Perković (2018); National Committee on 
American Foreign Policy (2018); European Commission (2019d). 
 
5.1.2 Relations between other external actors and Bosnia and Herzegovina 
The lack of progress towards EU integration by BiH despite declarative support of both public 
opinion and political elites has opened the door to other international actors, particularly Russia 
and Turkey (Huskić, 2014, p. 138). Whereas Turkey still lacks the capacity to approach the WB 
in a systematic way, Russia‘s actions including its support to Republika Srpska show the 




As is the case with other issues, BiH‘s complex political structure prevented the country from 
agreeing on implementing reforms that would satisfy NATO‘s conditions for membership, but 
has also prevented it from a joint stance towards accession itself (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 
32). New other external actors have been affecting NATO‘s influence in the region as well, thus 
challenging the whole Western concept of governance (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 35).
68
 In the 
years after the war, the EU‘s main focus on political dialogue was contrasted with the USA‘s 
approach based on sectoral co-operation such as trade facilitation and combating organized crime 
(Bechev, 2011, p. 61). Diversification of economic development in BiH is also an achievable 
goal that the USA could spur by focusing on small and medium enterprises (National Committee 
on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 4). 
In 2014, protests in BiH had led once again to questioning the functionality of the Dayton 
Agreement as well as the role of the EU in the country (Babuna, 2014, p. 3). In the whole WB 
region (and particularly in BiH), the developments since the 1990s had proven that the EU and 
NATO can only be effective if they create joint means of co-operation and action in order to 
ensure overall stability (Babuna, 2014, p. 14).  
Despite the fact at the beginning of the 1990s Russian influence in BiH was rather limited, 
Russia has since positioned itself (mainly against the West) and is therefore viewed by Republika 
Srpska as an ally, particularly in its bargaining with the EU and NATO (Huskić, 2014, p. 139). 
Moreover, Russia has been supporting Republika Srpska, one of the entities in BiH which has 
little interest in renegotiating the Dayton Agreement, thus blocking any governance and the rule 
of law reform (National Committee on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 11). Spurring such 
instability in the region can also be seen in Gazprom‘s preventing energy systems‘ integration 
between the two BiH entities (Samokhvalov, 2019, p. 197).  
Turkey‘s commitment to BiH has been one of continuity and has the goal of supporting the 
country‘s stability and growth while being BiH‘s 4
th 
largest investor (Bilgesam, 2011, p. 259). 
However, China‘s new position as a global power has spurred infrastructure projects in the WB 
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by other, non-Western states, of which the construction of the Pelješac bridge
69
 is one of the 
most egregious examples (Coordinating Secretariat for Maritime Issues, 2018). China‘s actions 
were not well received by neither BiH nor the EU, with official Sarajevo claiming the bridge will 
block large ships from entering the port of Neum and BiH‘s access to open sea (Prtorić & Valle, 
2019). Moreover, the controversy connected to bridge construction had already started when an 
Austrian company accused the Chinese Road and Bridge Corporation for price dumping after 
losing the tender, while the EU maintains a close watch on possible violations of labour laws 
(Prtorić & Valle, 2019). Therefore, Johannes Hahn‘s warnings that the EU has been focusing its 
attention to Russia while China is creating ―Trojan Horses‖ among the WB states that would 
potentially be used to exert China‘s influence in Europe must be taken seriously by the EU 
(Heath & Grey, 2018).  
Table 5.2 Changing costs and benefits of the European Union membership for Bosnia and 
Herzegovina in light of relations between Bosnia and Herzegovina and other external actors  
 COSTS R/F BENEFITS R/F 
Economic - China‘s price dumping policies R - other external actors‘ investments – 
violations of labour laws 
F 
Security - Russian influence and secessionist 




R - impossible to achieve stability if 
there is no real interest from the 
two entities 
= 
Identity - turning away from 
Europeanization 
R - turning away from Europeanization 




- entities with their own goals, 
political elites not interested in 
political stability thus turning to 
other external actors 
R - no real common interest in political 
stability and reforms 
= 
R= rise, F=fall  
Sources: Bechev (2011); Bilgesam (2011); Babuna (2014); Huskić (2014); Nechev & Trauner 
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5.2 The Republic of Serbia 
Serbia`s status of a candidate country was confirmed on March 1
st
, 2012 by the European 
Council and the country has since been singled out as one of the frontrunners in the accession 
process by the European Commission (European Commission, 2018, p. 7). 
 
5.2.1 Relations between the European Union and Serbia 
Political parties and domestic actors in Serbia had been using the EU conditionality compliance 
for their own reasons, whereas the EU itself had shown its lack of understanding of the domestic 
politics (Noutcheva, 2012, p. 174).
70
 Serbia eventually did receive the status of an EU candidate 
country when it had finally decided to engage in normalization of relations with Kosovo in 2012 
(Mladenov, 2014, p. 155). Nowadays, Serbia‘s foreign policy is therefore focused on EU 
integration which the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Serbia had set as one of its 
most important foreign policy goals (Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Serbia, 
2018).  
In 2018, with a view of possible 2025 accession perspective, the European Commission had set 
an illustration of key further steps that Serbia must do in order to achieve the goal (European 
Commission, 2018, p. 8). These include a legally-binding normalisation of relations with Kosovo 
and a much stronger focus on achieving benchmarks in the field of the rule of law (European 
Commission, 2018, p. 8). Reaffirming the principles and norms that led to Serbia‘s opening of 
accession talks in 2014 should be done in order to spur this normalisation, whereas ―sticks‖ 
against war-mongering and threats of military action would improve the EU‘s credibility in the 
region (European Stability Initiative, 2019). Normalisation of relations between the two 
countries would also bring tangible benefits to the WB region, bringing Serbia closer to the EU 
and enabling Kosovo to seek for full membership in the UN (National Committee on American 
Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 12). On the other hand, a clear and tangible prospect of the EU 
accession as a long term goal, done by achieving concrete and meaningful short-term goals 
should be offered to both Serbia and Kosovo (European Stability Initiative, 2019).  
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Even though Serbia has become more focused on EU integration when DS (Democratic party) 
came into power in 2008, the country did not abandon its strong links with Russia, which have 
been particularly useful in its goal to prevent Kosovo‘s recognition through the UN (Mladenov, 
2014, p. 157). A prime example of Serbia not following the EU‘s decisions by the CFSP 
occurred when the EU imposed sanctions on Russia because of its actions in Ukraine, including 
the illegal annexation of Crimea in March 2014 (ibid.). This support for Russia can be further 
confirmed by the survey made in 2016, in which 70 % of the population supported close 
relations with Russia, whereas 54 % of the population supported the accession to the EU and 40 
% were against it (Stojanova, 2016, p. 76).  
The DS‘ stance in their second term in the office was that Serbia must delay further integration 
with EU until the organisation recognised Serbia‘s international borders, thus possibly sacrificing 
its governing position in the country for its principles (Stojić, 2017, p. 740). However, the EU‘s 
popularity among their citizens meant for the ruling elites that their backs to the organisation 
could not be completely turned (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 82). It is also important to note that the 
EU (along with other international actors) had supported political oppositions to both Tuđman 
and particularly Milošević, either by financing non-governmental organisations and humanitarian 
aid or supporting independent media (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 135).  
Serbia‘s balancing between the West and the East does appear to be a case of rationalistic foreign 
policy goals, since the country desperately needs the EU accession funds to improve economy, 
while it also does not want to throw away its traditional friendship with Russia (Hajdari, 2018). 
The economic rationale also supports this idea of not only depending on a couple of key EU 
countries but to also consolidate economic relations with other external actors (Önsoy, 2012, p. 
122). This is the case with other WB leaders as well who have been ―flirting‖ with such other 
external actors in order to secure investment and other economic benefits (Önsoy, 2012, p. 120).  
The EU‘s tolerance of a strong ruler in Serbia is not the only such case in the WB.
71
 Despite 
officially claiming to be pro-European, their capabilities to control the media or rig elections are 
worrying the EU (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 14). Moreover, the protests in Serbia in July 2020 
                                                          
71
 Under the EU‘s watch Nikola Gruevski (North Macedonia), Milorad Dodik (Republika Srpska, BiH) and Milo 
Đukanović (Montenegro) and their party machines have managed to stay strong and seriously unrivalled in the 




have been sparked not only by people‘s dissatisfaction with Vučić‘s handling the COVID-19 
crises, but also by seizing the opportunity to protest against the corrupt officials who have been 
controlling the media, but have also won the latest elections (June 2020).  
Table 5.3 Changing costs and benefits of the European Union enlargement policy towards Serbia 
for the European Union 
 COSTS R/F BENEFITS R/F 
Economic - no significant costs = - market expansion in the future, not 
significant 
- decreasing unemployment levels 
= 
Security - Serbia insisting upon recognition 
of external borders 
 
 
= - normalization of relations with 
Kosovo, but far from settling the 
dispute 
R 
Identity - falling under the non-Western 
orbit 
- EU not a viable defender of 
international law (case of people‘s 
self-determination), confrontation 
with Russian interest sphere  
R - spreading Europeanization F 
Domestic 
concerns 
- lack of understanding of domestic 
policies 
- surveys showing population‘s 
support fading 
R - compliance, often fake = 
R= rise, F=fall  
Sources: Noutcheva (2012); Onsoy (2012); Mladenov (2014); Stojanova (2016); Nechev & 
Trauner (2017); Stojić (2017); European Commission (2018); Ješe Perković (2018); Ministry of 
Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Serbia (2018); Radeljić (2018); European Stability Initiative 
(2019); Samokhvalov (2019).  
 
5.2.2 Relations between other external actors and Serbia 
Serbia generally has mixed relations with the other external actors in case, whereas their actions 
are often heavily dependent on their stances towards the Kosovo-Serbia conflict. USA‘s special 
representative for the WB, Matthew Palmer, visited the region in November of 2019, supporting 
the start of Kosovo-Serbia dialogue on the one hand, while also trying to restore credibility in the 
EU‘s enlargement process, which was all together presented in positive light by the Serbian 




the USA‘s side that the USA does support Serbia‘s prospect of EU membership, while also 
acknowledging the political fact that Serbia would not join unless it recognizes Kosovo and 
complies its policy with the EU regarding Russia (National Committee on American Foreign 
Policy, 2018, p. 5).   
Serbia has been ―walking the diplomatic tightrope‖ between the EU and Russia, whereas the EU 
has not managed to offer a direct, tangible and coherent policy towards the country thus making 
Russia‘s job in the region easier (National Committee on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 14). 
For the Serbian political elites, both the EU membership and continuation of friendly, Slavic-
Orthodox ties with Russia is regarded as useful (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 43). Strengthening of 
ties with Russia therefore remains Serbia‘s foreign policy priority (Mladenov, 2014, p. 161; 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs of the Republic of Serbia, 2018). 
Full normalisation of relations between Belgrade and Priština, dialogue, further integration to the 
West and ideally mutual recognition are the USA‘s key goals for the WB, which would 
ultimately contribute to regional stability (U.S. Department of State, 2019; Maza, 2020). USA‘s 
backing of the UN‘s General Assembly Resolution on Kosovo
72
 (General Assembly, 2010) in 
2010 for the EU to take the lead in the mediation process signalled the USA‘s full support of the 
process, while former President Obama‘s Administration and Secretary of State Hillary Clinton 
also bolstered such efforts (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 38). In addition, the USA does continue 
supporting Serbia‘s efforts in full accession talks based on the rule of law reforms as well as 
economic reforms (U.S. Department of State, 2019). On the other hand, Serbia‘s not-so-friendly 
relations with the West because of NATO (USA) bombardment in 1999 as well as the EU MSs 
mostly supporting Kosovo‘s independence weakens Serbia‘s sympathy for the West (Ješe 
Perković, 2018, p. 43).  
The USA‘s State Department does acknowledge and officially state its seek for deeper co-
operation with Serbia as the key strategic juncture in the Balkans (U.S. Department of State, 
2019).
73
 The USA has provided Serbia with $1 billion with the ultimate goal of keeping the WB 
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state on the path to the EU accession (and West integration) (U.S. Department of State, 2019). 
The assistance has been specifically aimed towards strengthening the rule of law, good 
governance, freedom of media, inclusive economic growth etc., which are the key conditions that 
need to be met in the accession process (U.S. Department of State, 2019). Moreover, the USA‘s 
aid agency USAID has been contributing millions of dollars to the civil society groups fighting 
corruption in the region (Maza, 2020). It is unknown, however, whether the State Department‘s 
and the White House‘s opinion on Kosovo-Serbia relations is coordinated, thus adding to more 
confusion and ambiguity (Maza, 2020). Other authors have been more critical of the USA‘s 
engagement in the region, stating that the USA has taken its eyes of the WB and that its last 
significant achievement was the Ohrid Agreement in 2001 (Doehler, 2019, p. 4).  
On the other hand, bilateral economic relations between the USA and Serbia have recently been 
consolidated as well, with the positive economic trends
74
 in Serbia contributing to the rise of 
potential USA investors in the region (U.S. Department of State, 2019). Therefore, the USA‘s 
opportunity to play a major role in the WB might be based on the economic interest of the Great 
power, but it is the diplomatic instruments (along with economic) that have been used to open up 
the business opportunities (Maza, 2020). However, it is not only the economic interest the USA 
is trying to achieve in the region. Despite the USA‘s values being more in line with the ones the 
EU promotes, the Great power is also using the WB as an arena in which it would exert its 
influence in global arena with an important foreign policy goal of managing both Russian and 
Chinese power (National Committee on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 7) 
This is particularly true for Serbia since Russia has political, strategic and economic interests, 
whereas nowadays they are mostly contained in the energy system project (Stojanova, 2016, p. 
81). For example, Serbia‘s royalty to Russia was proven when Serbia refused to impose 
agricultural sanctions on Russia, despite being legally obliged to do so under the scope of the 
negotiations process (Stojanova, 2016, p. 82).  
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 the USA‘s ambassador to Germany as a Special Presidential Envoy for Serbia and Kosovo negotiations, 
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73
 (Burazer, 2019; U.S. 
Department of State, 2019). 
74
 GDP growth of 4.4 % in 2018, decrease of unemployment to less than 13 %, inflation falling to less than 2 % and 




Moreover, in spite of an officially common negative stance on NATO, Serbia has been 
maintaining good interaction with the organisation (signing and implementing plans, 
participating in joint exercises etc.), thus showing Serbia‘s balancing between the West and 
Russia (Samokhvalov, 2019, p. 198). Russia has been criticising any further enlargement of 
NATO as it sees it as a threat to its security (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 45), whereas Russia 
does not only see NATO as a rival but rather a dangerous rival (Önsoy, 2012, p. 132). In Russia, 
NATO is associated with the USA, thus spurring the old spark of cooperating with an enemy and 
a world aggressor (Önsoy, 2012, p. 133). In the meantime, however, Serbia has been following 
so-called policy of ―non-aligned security‖ without any intention of joining NATO and thus 
remaining open to external influences (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 32) 
In the 1990s, Serbia‘s portrayal as a strategically important state in the region was not received 
well by Turkey which had suspicions of a Bulgarian-Greek-Serbian plot with an ultimate goal to 
marginalize Turkey (Bechev, 2011, p. 132). Turkey has lately been improving its bilateral 
relations with Serbia in spite of the fact Turkey was among the countries that recognized 
Kosovo‘s independence (Bilgesam, 2011, p. 245). On the other hand, the biggest recipient of 
Turkey‘s investments in the WB region is Kosovo (€340 million since 2000), with Turkey‘s 
companies opening branches and taking over construction contracts (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 
54). Turkey also emphasises the fact it assisted in delivering Serbia‘s apology for the Srebrenica 
massacre in 1995, thus contributing to regional co-operation as well (Bilgesam, 2011, p. 259).  
Within China‘s more proactive role in the WB region and more specifically the BRI project, 
Serbia has gained the most in loans, reaching around $5,5 billion, while also managing to win the 
hearts and minds of locals as well
75
 (Doehler, 2019, p. 2). In accordance, Serbia‘s State Secretary 
for Construction, Transport and Infrastructure, Imre Kern stated in 2019 that Serbia is China‘s 
leading partner within the ―17+1‖ initiative and explained the country‘s benefits of China‘s 
investments (Urošević, 2019).  
This is mostly due to the fact China`s targeting of the port of Piraeus in Greece and the 
finalization of the Land Sea Express Route that would become the economic corridor from 
Greece through Serbia and Hungary has led to the superpower turning focus to Serbia (Lagazzi 
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& Vit, 2017, p. 3). Even though the WB region does not seem as a particularly attractive market 
for China, its potential lies in it to act as a transport corridor for China‘s BRI connecting the 
Mediterranean and Central Europe (Tonchev, 2017, p. 3). Such perspective of the WB as an 
untapped region is in contrast to a common perception of the region being plagued by economic 
and political crisis, nationalism and often violent conflicts (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 61). 
Moreover, the Sino-Serbian Friendship Bridge in Belgrade across the Danube river implicates 
both an investment and symbolic element between the two countries (Tonchev, 2017, p. 2).  
Serbia‘s and China‘s good relations are not only based on the economic interests of the two 
countries, since during the NATO‘s bombing of Serbia the Chinese embassy was hit and as a 
result, China has been supporting Serbia‘s side in its conflict with Kosovo, while Serbia supports 
China‘s stance towards Tibet (Lagazzi & Vit, 2017, p. 4). Even though the Chinese embassy was 
bombed by mistake, the official Beijing was understandably furious despite a generally neutral 
stance during the 1990s Balkan Wars (Tonchev, 2017, p. 2). Also, China fears that its 
recognition of Kosovo could spark criticism of hypocrisy due to its One Road policy in both 
Tibet and Xinjiang (Tonchev, 2017, p. 2).  
Moreover, China‘s economic ambitious in the region and in the EU in general would be achieved 
by the WB‘s accession since that would open up the market (Lagazzi & Vit, 2017, p. 8; National 
Committee on American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 17). With this in mind, China‘s President Xi 
Jinping had in 2016 publicly supported Serbia‘s EU prospect to join the EU, reaffirming what 
was previously already known (Doehler, 2019, p. 7). However, China‘s economic interests in the 
region via the BRI ironically have negative effects on the region‘s prospect of EU membership 
mostly because of the instruments that are completely out of line with the EU‘s norms and 
standards (Doehler, 2019, p. 7). These methods include exploiting corruption among 
governments, damaging environmental standards as well as debt-trap diplomacy or in other 
words – promoting unsustainable debt (Doehler, 2019, p. 8). Under China‘s BRI infrastructural 
projects, Chinese companies have been awarded contracts directly by the governments without 
involving transparent bidding and encouraging corruption in the region thus negatively affecting 




Even though the EU legislation is not legally binding for the (potential) candidate countries in 
the WB, they have committed to adopting the EU‘s standards before the actual accession under 
the Energy and Transport Community Treaties (Gisela, 2018, p. 7).
76
 One can critically evaluate 
that China‘s dominance in investment in the WB also comes at the expense of local contractors 
since they are not even entitled to bidding for projects (Gjorgjievska, 2019).  
Table 5.4 Changing costs and benefits of the European Union membership for Serbia in light of 
relations between Serbia and other external actors  
 COSTS R/F BENEFITS R/F 
Economic - dispersion and decrease of non-
Western investments (particularly 
Russian) 
- China‘s investments would be 
pressured by the EU (because of 
often being out if line with the 
EU‘s norms) 
R - entry to the EU Single Market 
- economic opportunities coming 
from the USA 
- inclusive economic growth 
R 
Security - USA exerting more influence, thus 
damaging relations with Russia 
 
R - stance on dispute with Kosovo 
varies among other external actors, 
no significant benefit 
= 
Identity - falling under the Western orbit – 
could potentially damage relations 
with Russia 
- Europeanization leading to 
potential loss of Balkan identity 
(important to the population) 
= - Europeanization – possible 




- population divided between 
support for EU accession and 
support for traditional friendship 
with Russia 
= - strengthening rule of law, good 
governance 
R 
R= rise, F=fall  
Sources: Bechev (2011); Bilgesam (2011); Onsoy (2012); Mladenov (2014); Stojanova (2016); 
Nechev & Trauner (2017); Tonchev (2017); Ješe Perković (2018); Ministry of Foreign Affairs of 
the Republic of Serbia (2018); Burazer (2019); Doehler (2019); Samokhvalov (2019); U.S. 
Department of State (2019). 
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5.3 The Republic of Croatia 
The EU accession of Croatia on July 1
st
, 2013 had proven to be the only EU enlargement to the 
WB. Croatia is therefore treated as a EU MS whose relevance to the WB region remains, while it 
is also important that thorough economic and social transformation had not occurred, therefore 
leaving room for deeper integration of the country (Šelo Šabić, 2019, p. 174). 
 
5.3.1 Relations between the European Union and Croatia 
As was the case with BiH, Croatia‘s foreign policy after gaining independence in 1991 was at 
first focused on receiving international recognition, while Euro-Atlantic accession among the 
phase symbolically called ―back to Europe‖ had de facto started in 2000 (Jović, 2011, p. 11). The 
constitutional shift from semi-presidentialism to parliamentary democracy in 2000 was therefore 
crucial to prevent autocratic practices to be potentially repeated.  
Croatia‘s late arrival to the EU‘s radar was mostly caused by the complications of the Balkan 
Wars in the 1990s and not by any particularly worse economic development or backwards nature 
of system compared to its counterparts in Bulgaria, Hungary, Slovenia and Poland (Boduszynski, 
2013, p. 39). In such turn of events, Croatia had since been the only WB state that had joined the 
EU, but its membership has not negatively affected Croatia‘s relevance in the region. Croatia‘s 
transfer of know-how gained in the accession process to the WB states nowadays is where 
Croatia sees its role in foreign policy, by which it would position itself in both the region and the 
EU (Šelo Šabić, 2014, p. 84). 
It was not only the EU that made a policy shift, but also political elites, reformists and committed 
Europeanists in the WB that created a friendlier environment for the EU-led reform agenda. The 
ongoing war led by Tuđman and the main political party Croatian Democratic Union (Hrvatska 
demokratska zajednica – HDZ) and their exclusively nationalistic policies, however, allowed for 
a continuation of an environment that was not ready for the adoption of the European values and 
identity (Roter & Bojinović, 2005, p. 448). This was particularly the case regarding the 
protection of minorities and later on regarding Croatia‘s co-operation with the ICTY, since HDZ 




mostly because of its traditionally nationalist electorate still present at the time (Roter & 
Bojinović, 2005, p. 450). Moreover, the EU‘s RA (regional approach) towards Croatia gave 
Tuđman the ―ideal ammunition‖ that the EU wanted to reconstruct Yugoslavia (Boduszynski, 
2013, p. 47). Also, the EU‘s inability to efficiently act in the 1990s Balkan Wars on the one hand 
and the multiethnic nature of the EU on the other had only contributed to the generally sceptic 
voices regarding Croatia‘s accession (Jović, 2011, p. 11). 
Until 2003, Croatian political parties had various stances on the prospect of full EU accession of 
the country with the conservative, nationalist-oriented and traditional parties falling into the 
Euro-scepticism camp (Stojić, 2017, p. 734). Regarding the importance of having pro-European, 
reformist political parties most authors agree they are essential to meet the EU‘s conditions, 
along with a general consensus among the economic, political and social elites as well as citizens 
(Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 108). Therefore, a consensus was reached which not only shaped an 
informal ―Alliance for Europe‖ that did not bring eventual membership into question, but it also 
stirred up the political party scene, particularly for the already mentioned nationalist parties such 
as HDZ (Stojić, 2017, p. 734). Pursuance of the EU agenda then further discouraged any Euro-
scepticism, moderating HDZ‘s rhetoric to the extent that the party effectively monopolised the 
process as its own (Stojić, 2017, p. 739). This shift in rhetoric of one party is explained by 
rationalistic authors as a calculated one, since the costs of not turning towards the EU accession 
would result in losing votes (Ješe Perković, 2018, p. 109). Therefore, deep social transformations 
that Europeanization implies need honest and profound public and political engagement, as well 
as long period of time (Šelo Šabić, 2019, p. 174).  
Moreover, as Croatia was reaching its final stages of accession, Euro-scepticism has also been on 
the rise in the general public which, despite not being the only such case in the history of the EU 
enlargement, reflects exhaustion with EU conditionality (Boduszynski, 2013, p. 52). This has a 
lot to do with a generally difficult path of Croatia to the EU, whereby the EU‘s formalized, 
rigorous, detailed and restrictive approach was criticised by both the general public and 
politicians
77
 (Bojinović Fenko & Urlić, 2015, p. 121). European Commission was among the EU 
institutions that had acted upon its powers the most, so the Croatia‘s lengthy and difficult 
                                                          
77
 Former Prime Minister and current President of Croatia Zoran Milanović even stated that Croatia‘s path was 




accession process was affected by poor experiences of the Commission with some of the newer 
EU MSs (Bojinović Fenko & Urlić, 2015, p. 131). Therefore, learning from previous 
enlargements and identifying potential problems particularly related to the rule of law were the 
key areas which the EU had used when starting negotiations with Croatia (Šelo Šabić, 2019, p. 
174).  
Despite the fact this Europeanization and the desire to join the EU had always (since becoming 
an independent state that is) enjoyed full consensus among the political parties, the EU accession 
of Croatia shows that the pure membership itself is not a magic stick for the transformation to 
happen overnight (Šelo Šabić, 2019, p. 174). The case of Croatia as the only country from the 
WB to achieve full accession
78
 proves that not having an EU-sceptic party in the government is 
not merely enough and that change really does take time (ibid.). However, Croatia‘s official 
foreign policy goals include 1) positioning itself in the European institutions and 2) positioning 
itself in its neighbourhood (Ministarstvo vanjskih i europskih poslova, 2020). Croatia‘s Prime 
Minister, Andrej Plenković reconfirmed in 2019 that deepening integration via the Schengen 
route and the Euro route are one of the primary goals of his government (HRT, 2019a). 
According to its foreign policy strategy, Croatia hopes to enter the Schengen area in the near 
future. In October 2019, the European Commission had reported on the country‘s progress in 
meeting the necessary conditions to join (European Commission, 2019c). This report was greeted 
in a very positive fashion among the ruling party and in general public, while some EU MSs 
(Slovenia) criticised it for being too political in the wake of Croatia‘s presidency of the EU and 
the European Commission‘s last days of the mandate (HRT, 2019b). No matter the reason, 
Croatia‘s foreign policy goal of entering the Schengen remains the same, as does the level of 
necessary work to be done in order to fulfill all the criteria and to persuade other EU MSs that it 
is ready to enter.  
The 2015–16 migration crisis and the length of Croatia‘s borders with BiH and Serbia are 
certainly overwhelming factors, which is why Croatian diplomats have not yet set a specific time 
frame for joining the Schengen area (Gotev, 2020). The negative consequences of the migration 
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crisis on the atmosphere among EU MSs was also acknowledged by Plenković himself, during 
which 700,000 illegal migrants had crossed Croatian territory (ibid.). In 2019, Croatia‘s 
President at the time, Kolinda Grabar Kitarović had even admitted that the Croatian police has 
been using physical force whilst dealing with such migrants (Ţabec, 2019). Such confession has 
not gone particularly well among both Croatia‘s diplomats and the general public, since it means 
the Croatian police has been breaking both domestic and international laws (Ţabec, 2019), thus 
also damaging Croatia‘s prospect to join the Schengen area. 
Meanwhile, Croatia took over the EU presidency in January 2020, an accomplishment that has 
been mistakenly attributed to the current government (or any specific government for that 
matter). On the other hand, Croatia‘s first mandate at the EU helm was an important period of 
time for the country, particularly considering the circumstances such as Brexit and WB 
enlargement (as well as the uncommon situation because of COVID – 19). In addition, the EU-
WB summit had been held in May in Zagreb which proved very symbolical, especially in the 
wake of latest decision of opening accession negotiations with Albania and Macedonia, 
(Apelblat, 2020).  
Table 5.5 Changing costs and benefits of the European Union enlargement policy towards 
Croatia for the European Union 
 COSTS R/F BENEFITS R/F 
Economic - no significant costs = - economic transformation had not 
yet occurred  
- possible entry to the Eurozone 
= 
Security - migration crisis – Balkan route 
 
 
R - significant role in the WB region 
- entry to the Schengen area possible 
in the near future 
R 
Identity - exhaustion of EU conditionality 
- danger of falling under illiberal 
trends from within the EU (V4) 
- Eurozone and Schengen exclusion 
- EU‘s normative contestation in 
case of migration management 
R - true, honest social transformation 




- difficult path to the EU causing 
rise of Euro-scepticism 
R - policy shift – pursuance of EU 
agenda reached a consensus among 
political parties 
R 




Sources: Roter & Bojinović (2005); Jović (2011); Boduszynski (2013); Elbasani (2013); 
Bojinović Fenko & Urlić (2015); Stojić (2017); Ješe Perković (2018); Šelo Šabič (2019); Ţabec 
(2019); Gotev (2020); Ministarstvo vanjskih i europskih poslova (2020). 
 
5.3.2 Relations between other external actors and Croatia 
Croatia‘s relations with other external actors involved in the region vary, as is the case with the 
other two WB countries. Croatia‘s relations with Russia have been kept at a low level because of 
Russian support to Serbia, which is in contrast to Croatian interests. However, energy issues and 
Russian investments in tourism and the banking sectors in Croatia have been improving the 
relationship nowadays (Šelo Šabić, 2014, p. 85). Russia‘s money has been going to Croatia the 
most in the region, as it was the Russian-controlled Sberbank and VTB banks that were the 
biggest creditors of the bankrupt company Agrokor
79
 in 2017 (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 47). 
On the other hand, Russia maintains its pole position as an energy (gas) provider in the WB 
(Stojanova, 2016, p. 82). Therefore does the USA support the efforts of dispersing the reliance 




Apart from the Dayton Accords, Croatia was one of the WB states that had created a special 
relationship with the USA when the EU proved too hesitant to intervene (Jović, 2018, p. 14). 
Turning to the USA as an alternative to full EU membership at the time was from the Croatian 
point of view necessary since the super-power backed its decisive military action ―Storm‖, while 
the diplomatic actions were proven decisive in peaceful reintegration of some territories on the 
East (Jović, 2018, p. 14).  
All in all, the USA does recognise the fact the EU must remain the most active actor in the WB 
region (and in Croatia as the newest EU MS relevant to the WB), but also acknowledges 
potential opportunities for the USA if it does not ignore their value (National Committee on 
American Foreign Policy, 2018, p. 18). Other authors state that the WB as a region has come 
back on the USA‘s radar, dominated by potential, opportunity, decline and risk (Bieber, 2019, p. 
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5). This has a lot to do with Russia‘s increasing activities in the region whose stability has often 
been credited as crucial for Europe and is therefore in the EU‘s, the USA‘s and NATO‘s best 
interest to foster the prospect of accession (Nechev & Trauner, 2017, p. 42). In principle, NATO 
had formed its regional co-operation policy which became an important tool in the Euro-Atlantic 
integration of the region (Babuna, 2014, p. 4). Even though the USA‘s actions are turned mostly 
towards the WB states that are not EU MSs, the Great power believes Croatia has the 
opportunity to assist in preventing the rest of the WB region into falling to non-Western hands 
and turning the region back to the EU prospect.  
Croatia‘s relations with Turkey have connections to USA as well. Croatia was one of the WB 
countries that built friendly relations with Turkey in the 1990s when it turned to the USA for 
help during the war (Jović, 2018, p. 13).
81
 Turkey‘s and Croatia‘s strong relations also proved to 
be helpful in improving the relationship with Bosniaks in BiH considering the conflict between 
Croatia and Bosniaks during the 1990s Balkan Wars (Jović, 2018, p. 14). 
As is the case with other WB countries, China‘s influence has seen the biggest increase in 
Croatia as well. The construction of the Pelješac bridge, despite being co-financed by the EU (85 
%) was given to a Chinese state-owned company and the collaboration is considered as 
successful story of co-operation between the two countries by the Croatian Prime Minister 
Andrej Plenković (Coordinating Secretariat for Maritime Issues, 2018). The positive sides of the 
bridge construction seem to be many, as trade, tourism and territorial cohesion of the country 
were the main reasons the EU had decided to financially support the project (Parlementarie 
Monitor, 2017). On the other hand, the EU questioned the transparency of the bidding process 
arguing that Chinese state aid is not in line with the EU‘s standards (Gisela, 2018, p. 7).  
Table 5.6 Changing costs and benefits of the European Union membership for Croatia in light of 
relations between Croatia and other external actors 
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 COSTS R/F BENEFITS R/F 
Economic - China‘s influence on the rise, but 
no real interest to prevent it 
because of big investments 
- pressure coming from the EU as a 
EU MS 
F - potential decrease of reliance on 
Russian gas 
- USA supporting dispersion of such 
reliance – further improvement of 
relations with the Great power 
R 
Security - / 
 
 
F - Croatia‘s know-how useful in 
assisting the rest of the WB 
- security in own backyard 
 
R 
Identity - European values challenged by 
non-Western actors 
= - Europeanization, but had not yet 




- / F - gaining international recognition 
because of assisting the rest of the 
WB region 
R 
R= rise, F=fall  
Sources: Babuna (2014); Šelo Šabič (2014); Stojanova (2016); Nechev & Trauner (2017); Jović 


















In this master‘s thesis I followed two hypotheses. The first hypothesis examines whether lower 
interest of the WB states for the EU membership prospect has been weakened by either the rise 
of costs of the EU‘s enlargement policy or the fall of benefits of the same. The second hypothesis 
examines whether the rise of costs or the fall of benefits of the EU‘s enlargement policy has 
turned other external actors‘ co-operation for WB states into equally beneficial alternatives.  
Since the creation of the term ―Western Balkans‖ during the 2000 Zagreb Summit, the only WB 
state that had become an EU MS was Croatia, whose challenging path towards the accession has 
often been named as the most difficult one in the EU‘s history. However, Croatia‘s relevance to 
the WB still remains today. This is mostly due to the its role of assisting the other WB states in 
their paths to EU accession on the one hand, while it is also important to state that 
Europeanization in its full sense (adoption of common European identity and values) has not yet 
occurred in Croatia either. However, the focus of this master‘s thesis was not on the EU‘s and 
other external actors‘ implementation of normative principles but rather on specific costs and 
benefits among which identity is only one of the included factors. Other factors include 
economic, security and domestic concerns. Thus, the inclusion of foreign policy 
conceptualization of various actors was necessary in order to examine the cost and benefits of 
actor‘s activities. 
The EU‘s enlargement policy and the achievement of foreign policy goals of WB states (as small 
states) is still subject to the bargaining game driven by cost-benefit calculations by individual 
decision-making actors. In the WB, political leaders had on numerous occasions presented the 
introduction of reforms as merely complying to external pressure (external being the EU). Such 
fake compliance of applicant and candidate countries de-politicised the accession process in the 
name of passing technical issues more easily. On the other hand, the non-democratic challenges 
(the rule of law, good governance, high levels of corruption, open disputes) that the EU and the 





The second hypothesis was to verify whether the rise of costs or fall of benefits of the EU‘s 
enlargement policy have turned other external actors into equally beneficial alternatives to EU 
membership for WB states. The fact all of the WB states are identified as small states means that 
their achievement of foreign policy goals still depends on bandwagoning with bigger powers. In 
the light of current EU‘s loss of credibility and relations between WB states and other external 
actors, the WB states have been turning to other external actors‘ offered incentives of co-
operation. Whereas the EU offers economic benefits and potential long-term political benefits, 
non-Western external actors focus their activities on mostly offering short-term economic 
benefits to WB states.  
EU`s credibility in both the WB region and as an international actor has been diminishing due to 
both internal and external challenges, the lack of coherence of its foreign policy and the lack of 
co-operation between EU MSs. Its incapacity to transform its normative role in an operational 
one contributes to an approach that sees the EU prospect merely as a technocratic one rather than 
full on reforms, which altogether results in fake compliance to the EU accession process. Since 
the 2000 Zagreb Summit, the EU‘s role in the WB has been weakening, despite the fact Croatia 
had fulfilled its foreign policy goal of joining the EU in 2013. It is not only the full process of 
reforms in various aforementioned sectors whose development has been endangered. The EU has 
been hit by several crises over the years, with the economic crises, refugee crises, rise of 
nationalism and Brexit leading the way. Therefore, the benefits of EU membership have been 
decreasing, thus opening the region to non-Western states that are using the WB to either exert 
their economic influence or to disrupt its stability even further by political means.  
Based on the above findings, I determined that the USA, in spite of its rising ignorance of both 
the WB and the EU in general does support the Euro-Atlantic integration of the WB countries. 
To the contrary, same cannot be as directly confirmed for the non-Western states. Russia‘s 
traditional ties with the Slavic population (as well as via the Orthodox Church) have been used to 
exert more influence on both political and economic level. It cannot be said that Russia 
necessarily opposes integration to the EU of each WB country. However, if full EU accession 
meant falling into more Western influence (which it finds as a danger to its own security) 
supported by the USA, then it is not so surprising that Russia has been continuously undermining 




as it already does not respect the EU‘s institutions and the influence it has on its member states 
and potential candidates. However, Russia continues to look at a broader perspective that the EU 
enlargement to the WB would mean losing more influence in Europe and is therefore using its 
diplomacy, propaganda and economic instruments in order to prevent that from happening. In 
addition, Russia‘s foreign policy interests are economic, identity and security-based.  
On the other hand, I found out that in the Russian foreign policy doctrine of 2016 there is a lack 
of a specific strategy towards the WB. This has a lot to do with the fact Russia simply does not 
have necessary economic means to offer an economic alternative to the EU for the WB countries. 
Therefore, it continues to undermine the Western influence at any given possibility, particularly 
when it feels left out of planning for the WB future. Russia traditionally shares the strongest ties 
with Serbia and might be willing to play its veto card if the question of admitting Kosovo to the 
UN comes on the UN Security Council‘s table. However, I found out that Serbia seems to be 
sitting on two chairs recently, in an interest to maintain both its EU prospect alive and the 
friendship with Russia. For the EU enlargement in the WB, this also means that Serbia uses its 
friendly relations with Russia to pressure the EU.  
Turkey‘s role in the WB has also been on the rise in recent years. In spite of still weak economic 
means to provide more influence in the region, it is willing to exploit the EU‘s loss of credibility 
in order to achieve its foreign policy goals which are economic and identity-based. Turkey does 
support enlargement of the EU to the WB as it still sees the region as a bridge to the EU and its 
market, despite its candidacy status currently on hold. However, Turkey‘s authoritarian rule and 
strong cult of personality leadership do not serve as a good example for the WB countries in the 
EU‘s eyes and therefore the EU will potentially try to balance Turkey‘s influence in the region if 
it wants to maintain at least some credibility of its standards and principles. Turkey‘s identity 
interest (e.g. cultural and religious ties with BiH) is the strongest, whereas I found out that its 
relations with other WB actors (apart from Kosovo where its investments are the highest in the 
region) are currently not significant. 
China‘s economic interest currently prevails over potential interest of more political influence in 
the region. Launching of the BRI and giving seats to all of the WB countries in its 17+1 initiative 
fell on a fruitful ground on the WB side, desperate for quick investments. Co-operation with 




between the countries in the region, as a ―zero-sum‖ logic based on the need for reaching a 
common strategy towards the global power in order to benefit from the BRI (Nechev & Trauner, 
2017, p. 60). Despite officially supporting the EU enlargement to the WB (which would spur its 
economic goals), its investments and contracts made mostly in infrastructure are worrying the 
EU. The contracts China makes with the WB countries do gain support by the local population as 
they seem as an easy way to invest in projects that the bureaucratic (political conditionality-
based) mechanism of the EU rejected. However, concessions that are based on loans which 
amount to a large proportion of one country‘s economy and the non-transparent biddings are in 
complete contrast with the EU standards. Therefore, despite some benefits with China‘s 
increasing activity in the WB, I found out that the EU‘s worries about the standards China is 
exercising in the WB are in contrast to the EU‘s values and are therefore detrimental to the EU 
enlargement in the region. Moreover, China‘s background interest in the region over exerting 
more non-Western political influence is still not proven, but it might have some basis for the EU 
to be concerned about. China has invested into infrastructure in mostly all of the WB countries, 
but it sees Serbia as the key country in the region that would connect its corridor from Greece 
towards the EU. As is the case with other non-Western actors, China is using the WB as a 
playground for competing with other external actors. 
The research of various sources has determined the cost-benefit analysis of the EU‘s enlargement 
policy to be divided in clusters which effect the EU membership prospects of the WB states. 
These clusters include economic, security, identity and domestic concerns. In the case of BiH, 
both the rise of costs and the fall of benefits of the EU‘s enlargement policy has weakened the 
country‘s membership prospect. This is mostly due to the fact that political elites have no interest 
in conducting the necessary reforms whilst ethnic divisions are spurred by secessionist 
tendencies and lack of consensus. In maintaining status quo, political elites resort to fake 
compliance to EU‘s pressure on the one hand, while also using the short-term economic benefits 
offered by other external actors. BiH‘s EU membership prospect will therefore continue to 
diminish if the political elites do not manage to reach a consensus on the country‘s honest 
willingness to become an EU MS. It remains to be seen whether the reform of the accession 
process and Serbia‘s EU membership prospect (due to Republika Srpska) will positively 




In Serbia‘s case, the reform of the EU accession process into a merit-based one might increase 
the country‘s EU membership prospect due to its policy of ―sitting on two chairs‖ between the 
East and the West. Due to 1999 Belgrade bombardment, NATO membership is currently out of 
question, but if the EU manages to offer significant short-term economic benefits to Serbia 
within the reformed accession policy, enlargement to Serbia would bring further stability in the 
EU‘s backyard. However, the strong economic and political influence of non-Western states 
(mostly China and Russia) means that the EU must become a more credible player with coherent 
and credible foreign policy. Therefore, even though not as obvious as in the case of BiH, the rise 
of primarily economic and security costs has weakened Serbia‘s membership prospect, whereas 
domestic and identity concerns stay the same due to the country‘s division between support for 
EU accession (leading to further Europeanization) and support for traditional friendship with 
Russia (leading to falling under the non-Western orbit).  
Despite the fact that the pressure from non-Western states has been on the rise in Croatia as well 
(Chinese and Russian investments), the EU enlargement policy has contributed to the consensus 
of major political parties for the European agenda, resulting in full membership. Within the 
reform of the accession process, Croatia‘s difficult path towards the EU can prove as crucial 
experience in the country‘s assistance in further WB enlargement. However, in the light of 
increasing other non-Western states‘ (particularly Chinese) investments in the country, the EU 
must direct Croatia towards deeper integration (Schengen and Eurozone). Otherwise, the rise of 
mainly security and identity costs might lead to Croatia falling under illiberal trends from within 
the EU. 
Therefore, despite the benefits of EU‘s enlargement policy, such as a shift of political parties 
towards pursuance of EU agenda, positive international perception of Croatia as an EU MS as 
well as its relevance in the region, security, identity and domestic costs are on the rise as well. 
This is not as much due the other external actors‘ rising influence, but rather due to exhaustion of 
EU conditionality on the one hand and migration crises on the other as two primary security and 
identity costs that are on the rise. Honest social transformation has not occurred either, leading to 
EU normative contestation and the aforementioned danger of falling under illiberal trends.  
Taking into account the cost-benefit analysis of the three countries in case and the EU‘s 




rise with the danger of falling under either illiberal or non-Western trends in general is common 
for all three states. At the same time, benefits regarding identity either fall (BiH, Serbia) or are 
staying the same (Croatia), economic benefits stay the same for all three countries whereas 
security benefits are on the rise for Serbia and Croatia while falling in BiH. In light of current 
relations between the three countries and other external actors, economic and security costs are 
rising in BiH and Serbia while falling in Croatia. However, economic, security and domestic 
benefits are on the rise for both Croatia and Serbia mostly because of inclusive economic growth, 
international recognition and increase of regional co-operation. The case of BiH differs greatly 
however, with other external actors‘ actions strongly violating labour laws (economic) leading to 
further turning away from Europeanization (identity) that would improve good governance and 
the rule of law (domestic). This proves the fall of benefits of the EU enlargement policy, at least 
until political parties reach a consensus on political reforms and political stability.  
I determined that with the EU‘s decrease of influence in the WB, along with the strong crises that 
it was hit by and the non-Western states increasing influence, the EU‘s membership prospect for 
the WB has been weakened. When the EU was a credible and strong actor in the WB region, 
following its leadership had seemed to be a viable option for the WB states, whose small state 
nature meant that their domestic and foreign policy goals could have been achieved by full 
membership. However, with benefits from other external actors increasing and costs for both the 
EU and the WB on the rise, bandwagoning with the EU is not the only rational option anymore. 
Therefore, I confirm the first hypothesis that the EU membership prospect of WB states have 
been weakened by the rising costs and the diminishing benefits of the EU enlargement policy.  
While we cannot say that the accession process for the region has been endangered in its full 
meaning, the states have been trying to either exploit the EU‘s weaknesses by grabbing 
economic and political support (for parties in power) or have even been undermining its 
credibility even further, thus destabilising the region. The specific reasons for such exploitation 
by other external states vary, but are mostly connected to achieving their foreign policy goals. 
Whilst Russia and Turkey are trying to achieve their foreign policy goals via the identity 
dimension, China‘s interest in the region is asserting its role as a Great power via economic 




benefits of the EU‘s enlargement policy for the EU and the WB states have turned other external 
actors‘ co-operation for WB states into an equally beneficial alternative to EU membership.  
Most of the co-operation between non-Western states and the WB states is based on short-term 
economic instruments to achieve economic goals. However, one of the relevant questions to be 
answered in the future is whether economic instruments of such non-Western states also have 
political or identity strategic goals (particularly the increase of Chinese investments in the 
region) that would weaken the EU membership prospects even further. Moreover, in the light of 
non-Western states‘ increasing co-operation with the WB states, the effects these non-Western 
actors have on their values, principles and norms of the WB could also be taken into further 
consideration.  
In the words of the former EU High Representative Javier Solana, the EU has invested too much 
in its foreign policy towards the WB to allow it to simply slip away from its influence (Babuna, 
2014, p. 8).  
Therefore, in order to restore its influence and restore the desirability of the EU membership for 
the WB countries it must settle the differences between its own MSs. Moreover, since the WB 
are currently one of Europe‘s key regions, it must increase its role as an actor, rather than merely 
let the WB be a playground for others while it is watching. Reform of the accession process 
might prove crucial while dealing with the WB enlargement. Such merit-based modernisation 
would provide the prospective candidates with ―carrots‖ on more regular basis, while the EU 
could also use ―sticks‖ more often if it notices backsliding in an already arranged process. 
Moreover, of all of the other external actors the USA remains the closest ally to the EU. As such, 
a joint EU-USA action that would result in achieving common interest – Euro-Atlantic 
integration of the WB – must be a priority. The USA‘s support would also increase the EU‘s 
credibility as both an international and regional actor.  
Contribution of this master‘s thesis to empirical research is in the assumption that the rise of 
costs or the fall of benefits of the EU‘s enlargement policy has weakened the WB‘s membership 
prospects. As for the conceptual contribution, the master‘s thesis has applied rational choice in 
foreign policy analysis to an interest sphere. This resulted in construction of an own model of 




namely economic, security, identity and domestic interests. Application of this model showed 
limitations of partnership between the EU as an external actor and the WB as an interest sphere 
when capabilities and willingness of the EU fell (due to external and internal crises), thus 
enabling other actors to pursue their particular interests or ―merely‖ balance power. Such a 
finding could be verified in other regions where the EU implements its foreign policy as an 
























Daljši povzetek v slovenskem jeziku 
Na Zahodni Balkan (ZB) je navkljub njegovi turbulentni zgodovini interesne sfere, na katero 
vplivajo zunanje velike sile, v zadnjih 20 letih najbolj dosledno in intenzivno vplivala Evropska 
unija (EU) – zunanjepolitični akter sui generis. S širitveno politiko je EU sebi in drţavam ZB 
omogočila partnerstvo. Vendar je tehnokratski pristopni proces k EU zmanjšal učinek članstva v 
EU kot zlatega korenčka. Poleg tega so visoka stopnja brezposelnosti, splošno nezaupanje v 
upravljanje in v pravno drţavo ter nerešeni meddrţavni spori na ZB ustvarili odprto »igrišče« za 
druge zunanje akterje (zlasti neZahodne), da ponudijo koristno alternativo drţavam ZB, hkrati pa 
poskušajo doseči lastne zunanjepolitične cilje. Cilj te magistrske naloge je torej preveriti uporabo 
racionalne izbire pri zunanjepolitičnih akcijah partnerskih akterjev v interesnem področju, ko se 
pojavi pri zunanjimi akterji tekmovanje. V tem konkretnem primeru se osredotočam na analizo 
sprememb stroškov in koristi pristopnega proces k EU za drţave ZB in za EU v smislu 
ekonomskih, varnostnih, identitetnih interesov in domačih učinkov.  
Na podlagi pregleda literature sem oblikoval dve hipotezi, ki sem jih preveril v študiji. 
H1: Zvišanje stroškov in zmanjševanje koristi širitvene politike EU za EU in drţave ZB je 
oslabilo perspektivo slednjih za članstvo v EU. 
H2: Zvišanje stroškov in zmanjševanje koristi širitvene politike EU za EU in drţave ZB je za 
slednje spremenilo sodelovanje z zunanjimi akterji v enako koristno alternativo članstvu v EU za 
drţave ZB. 
V raziskavi uporabljam predvsem analizo vsebine in interpretacije sekundarnih virov, kot so 
članki iz revije, znanstveni članki in (urejene) knjige na s tega področja. Narava problematike 
zahteva tudi analizo primarnih virov za merjenje učinkov zunanje politike EU in delovanja 
zunanjih akterjev na drţave ZB. Najpomembnejši pojmi so razloţeni z opisno metodo 
konceptualne analize, medtem ko zgodovinsko-razvojno metodo uporabljam za opis, kako je vsa 
leta napredoval vpliv najpomembnejših akterjev. Uporabljeni časovni okvir je od leta 2000 do 
2019.  
Naloga dokazuje, da so notranje in zunanje krize, ki so prizadele EU, privedle do padca koristi 




omogočile, da so ruske, kitajske in turške ugodnosti (zlasti ekonomske), ki jih ti zunanji akterji 
ponujajo drţavam ZB, vsaj kratkoročno postale enakovredne alternative partnerstvu z EU. Poleg 
uvoda in zaključka je magistrska naloga sestavljena iz štirih poglavij. Cilj drugega poglavja je 
postaviti konceptualni okvir ključnih konceptov v magistrski nalogi: zunanja politika, zunanji 
akterji in interesna sfera. To je potrebno za določitev teoretičnega ozadja za zgodovinsko 
kontekstualizacijo, ki sledi. V tretjem poglavju je cilj zgodovinsko kontekstualizirati WB kot 
interesno sfero ne le EU kot partnerskega akterja, temveč tudi drugih zunanjih akterjev. To je 
potrebno, da predstavimo zgodovinske vloge zunanjih akterjev v ZB in kako se je spremenilo 
interesno področje ZB kot regije, kar je povzročilo odmik od moţnosti za članstvo v EU. Cilj 
četrtega poglavja je prvič zgodovinsko kontekstualizirati odnose drugih zunanjih akterjev do ZB 
in drugič analizirati odnose le-teh z EU. To je potrebno za razumevanje konteksta drugih 
zunanjih akterjev kot potencialnih enako koristnih alternativ EU drţavam ZB. Peto poglavje se 
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